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For Anna and Rachael, the kind of friends everyone should have



Prologue
There is a moment where she almost saves her friend. Her feet inch forward, slipping in the mud, rain cascading down her face so heavily she could almost claim she was blinded by the downpour, that she couldn’t have known what was happening, couldn’t have done anything. But she can see, she does know, and she could have done everything. Instead, she watches as the inky black water engulfs her friend, her long hair tangling behind her. She rubs at the scratches on her wrist.
‘Help me!’ the final waterlogged words ring out across the night, and that’s the second moment where she could have done something, where the shock of the fall – the push – could have been broken, and she could have chosen to step forward on the bank, lean down against the cold, slippery mud and reach out to her friend. She could have pulled her out of the water, she could have done something, done anything to help, to stop her from drowning.
But she doesn’t. She watches, she steps back, she lets the dark cloak of the night hide her face so that she doesn’t have to look her friend in the eye as she lets her die.
When the screaming stops, when the water has won, she steps into the moonlight.
She has never noticed before how loud the night is in the wild but now she hears it all. Owls hooting, foxes screeching, rodents scratching at the undergrowth. She should be scared; she’s out here completely alone, vulnerable and defenceless. She waits for the fear to come, but she feels nothing. She’s soaked through and shivering, but her mind is still.
She takes out her phone and calls the only person she can think of who will understand what she’s done.
‘Luke,’ she whispers into the darkness. ‘I need your help.’



Opening
WhatsApp
Georgia created group DON’T TELL THE BRIDES
Georgia added Jenny
Georgia added +44795550433
Hi ladies! Now as you all know, our lovely Millie has gone and got engaged SUPER FAST which means we have not one but TWO beautiful brides-to-be! I thought it would be super fun to combine Mills’ and Alex’s Hen-Dos into one!! I think they’ll love it!


SO please keep the last weekend of May free and DON’T TELL THE BRIDES! I want it to be a big surprise. It’s been impossible getting the two of them together lately so I know they’re just going to DIE when they find out!


Eeeek can’t wait


P.S. please can you each transfer £350 to my account asap to cover the house / food / and some super fun activities? I know it’s a bit over the budget we initially discussed but it’ll be SO worth it and our girls deserve the best! Thanks ladies. Georgia XoXo





FRIDAY



Chapter One
Millie – Now
As we pull up to the farmhouse Georgia has rented for the weekend, I realise I’ve been fooled. This isn’t going to be the nice quiet weekend for the two of us my friend promised. This is a full-on hen-do. Georgia turns to me as she swings her 4x4 onto the circular drive, the gravel flicking up and hitting the doors as she beams across at me, her face the picture of innocence.
The farmhouse we’ve arrived at in the middle of nowhere on Dartmoor is big, far too big for two people. The dark grey brick is covered in creeping ivy, the brown painted windows small and uninviting. It’s the sort of place that even looks cold, and I tuck my hands inside my jumper sleeves in preparation for the chill. When I was a kid, I would dream of the perfect family coming to whisk me away from my foster home and taking me to live in a big country farmhouse. It was the most magical thing I could picture from the confines of my soulless city centre bedrooms – different ones every few years until I was twelve, but always kitted out with the same cheap blue carpet tiles on the floor and chipped magnolia paint on the walls. But now, looking at this big, dark empty farmhouse, I realise it wasn’t the house I was yearning for back then but the big, bustling, busy family that would live inside it. This farmhouse looks cold and uninviting because it is empty; it’s the sort of house that demands living bodies to bring it to life.
I flick a glance over to Georgia, and I already know what she will have in store. The house is the perfect setting for a group of screaming, excited women looking to celebrate without interruption. Perfect for a hen-do.
I should have known this would happen. When has Georgia ever wanted to come away with me on my own? I feel properly stupid and momentarily cross at Luke for convincing me this was exactly what I needed.
You’ve got to celebrate our engagement, Mills, he said to me last night as I unenthusiastically chucked a few things into a suitcase. He didn’t understand that without Alex, any sort of pre-wedding celebration felt wrong. I can’t even think about the fact I’m not going to Alex’s own hen-do in a few weeks. Guilt slides across my shoulders as I slip off my jacket, suddenly too hot in Georgia’s car. I’d previously made a pathetic excuse to the group that I couldn’t get the time off work for it, as if I’d ever let work stand in the way of celebrating my best friend. But Alex accepted my excuse straight away; it was almost too easy to avoid her, and I was angry at her for not caring that I wouldn’t be there, which is mad because that’s exactly what I wanted. Isn’t it? I can’t have both Alex and Luke. And I’ve made my choice.
‘Sooo,’ Georgia says now, turning off the engine of her extravagant car. ‘I might have to admit something…’
As if on cue, another car – Jenny’s slightly battered Ford Fiesta – swings into the drive. She jumps out, arms up in the air dancing, with a penis straw hanging out of her mouth. I laugh despite myself, then stop as the other car door opens.
Alex.
‘Surprise!’ Georgia squeals as she jumps out of the car. My eyes don’t leave Alex’s as Georgia steps around the car and yanks open my door, tugging at my sleeve to force me out. ‘Come on!’
‘Millie!’ Jenny shouts, running towards me with her arms open wide.
It’s been months since I’ve seen Jenny in person, not since before her son was born. My brain scrambles for his name but draws a total blank. Bad friend. She pulls me in for a hug, and I bury my face in her wild, curly hair, grateful for the moment’s relief it gives me from Alex’s glare. Eventually, I come up for air as Georgia grabs me again and envelops me in a hug between the four of us.
‘Oh my god, I am so glad we’re all here!’ Georgia says. ‘Are you totally surprised?’
She looks between me and Alex, and I see then that this is as much of a surprise for Alex as it is for me. I search her face, trying to work out how she feels about my presence, but it’s like a wall has come down and I can’t read my oldest friend’s emotions at all.
‘I told Al I needed to get away from Lainey and the baby this weekend, or I was going to kill them,’ Jenny tips her head back, laughing. ‘It was the only way to get her here.’ She nods towards Alex, whose cheeks are glowing red. So, she’s as unhappy about this situation as I am. ‘But you’ve Georgia to thank for everything else,’ Jenny says, throwing the praise on our other friend, who beams with the recognition.
‘I just couldn’t bear the idea of not getting us all together to celebrate your weddings. It didn’t seem right to throw Alex’s without you there, Mills, and the idea of you not having a hen-do at all was just ridiculous! With Jenny’s term dates and Mills’ wedding being so soon, it was basically this weekend or nothing, and I just thought, wouldn’t it be the MOST fun if we surprised you both with a joint hen?’
I realise I’ve not said anything since stepping out of the car, and neither has Alex. Clearly, she’s not told our friends that we haven’t spoken in weeks.
At that moment, she steps forward.
‘Hello, you,’ she says, pulling me in for another hug.
I’d forgotten how much we all hug; it feels OTT, performative somehow, like we’re waiting for someone to call us out on how close we’re supposed to be. She squeezes me tight, for a second too long, then abruptly lets go.
‘Come on,’ Jenny says, ‘let’s get inside.’
She and Georgia go to the car to get our bags, as Alex and I walk side by side into the house in silence. The closer we get, the more apparent it becomes just how isolated this place is. Around us is nothing but the green and brown hills of the moors. The wind whips my hair into my eyes, and I stumble, blinded for a second before Alex steadies me, then snatches her hand back.
We step inside, the sound of our shoes against the floor echoing in the hallway; it’s cold and dark, and I feel claustrophobic with Alex standing next to me, the smell of her perfume tickling my nostrils. I know exactly which bottle she’ll have sprayed herself from; I can see it on her antique dresser, lilac-hued and pristine amongst the chaos of her overflowing make-up bag. I turn to her, ready to close the space between us, but then Georgia appears and the moment is lost.
‘Let me give you the grand tour!’ Georgia chirps.
‘Have you been here before?’ I ask her, glad of the distraction. I’ve barely been in Alex’s presence for five minutes, but already I feel my walls coming down, as if all she has to do to be let back in is simply stand next to me.
Georgia nods. ‘On a family thing; it’s gorgeous. Totally remote, there are no other houses for two miles!’ She says this like it’s a good thing, and already I long to be back in my flat on the Harbourside in Bristol, watching people flitting from bar to bar or stopping off for a morning coffee before work. Life playing out before me. Safety.
‘So,’ Georgia says, leading us through the dark hallway. ‘This is the living room.’
She pushes open the hallway door, and instantly, the whole space changes. Light floods the room, and the claustrophobic feeling is lifted. Floor-to-ceiling glass doors line the living room walls, looking out over the moors, and the feeling of space allows my lungs to expand. Outside, the sun peeks out over the clouds, lighting up the endless green hills for miles as far as I can see.
‘Wow,’ I murmur, moving towards the glass doors.
‘I know. Gorgeous, right?’ Georgia links my arms and leads me away from the view to follow her as she opens the door through to the kitchen and continues her guided tour. ‘So, I thought this space was perfect for entertaining. We’ve got some super fun activities this weekend that I know you’re both going to love, and we’ve got plenty of space here for everyone to take part.’
Her eyes glint as she gestures towards the long dining table in the open-plan kitchen diner. The table is the kind I’ve seen in the interior design magazines I’ve pored over recently, planning for the house Luke and I want to buy once we’re married. I run my hand along the polished oak and sigh; this is easily about five grand. I know because I had my heart set on a smaller version from the Cotswold Furniture Company before Luke reminded me we’re more in the IKEA price bracket right now. My eyes roam the rest of the room, taking in the Smeg fridge with a built-in ice machine, the matching grey kettle and toaster, and professional-looking coffee machine. How strange for a house so ugly from the outside to be so utterly beautiful on the inside.
‘Gorgeous, right?’ Georgia says. ‘Everything inside has been totally revamped; a serious amount of money has been spent here.’ She raises her eyebrows to emphasize the point. ‘Whatever you do, do not knock this over!’ Georgia says, pointing at an expensive, heavy-looking lamp on the kitchen side.
‘Is it worth a lot?’ I ask.
Georgia nods. ‘Everything in this house is, but this particularly so. What do you think, Al?’
Alex murmurs something less enthusiastically. She’d never admit to caring about interiors despite her flat being beautifully put together on a budget, as if she’s above all this endless yearning for more. But I know about the hours she’s spent carefully renovating her old kitchen cupboards to look brand new. I was there when the paint dried a darker shade of green than she’d hoped, and she shrugged as if it didn’t even matter, but the next morning, by the time I came down for breakfast, the offending paint had already been removed with white spirit, as if it never happened at all. The thought of her and Dan’s kitchen, a place I know so well yet haven’t set foot in now for over six weeks, brings a little kick of sadness to my stomach.
‘I wanted the best for my beautiful brides-to-be on their hen weekend.’ Georgia breaks my thoughts and winks at me; I smile back while telling myself the only way to get through this weekend is to not let myself think of Alex, and how things used to be, at all.
Instead, I watch as Georgia continues her tour of the kitchen, pointing out the various no-expenses-spared appliances and interior details. I can see exactly why she’s so good at her job; Georgia has worked in events since we graduated uni, starting as a chalet girl, and now is fairly high up the ranks at a luxury ski company where the only people who can afford her holidays are celebrities and bankers. It’s weekends like this that she truly comes alive – prepping, planning, bossing everyone around. At school, Georgia was the quiet one – dulled by the others’ brightness. But things have changed over the years. We’re not as close as we once were, as much as we like to pretend otherwise, and mostly only keep in touch on our WhatsApp group with Jenny, who, despite not meeting Alex and me until university, has slotted into our threesome as if she’s always been there – bringing us back to being a foursome. The two of them must have planned this weekend together, though I imagine Jenny took more of a backseat to Georgia’s spreadsheets and ten-minute-long voice notes with detailed instructions of everything that needed doing.
Jenny appears in the living room, now adorned with a white T-shirt printed with my and Alex’s faces. I recognise the photo immediately; it’s from our sixteenth birthday – we were born only a few days apart – and we’re pressed cheek to cheek, our eyes shining and cheeks red thanks to the Bacardi Breezers we’d been downing all night behind the village hall her parents had rented for the party. God, I loved her so much. I was so grateful to be given those normal teenage experiences by her and her family when I had nothing of my own. It almost hurts to remember how utterly dependent on her I was, how much I loved her. And look at us now. So much for not dwelling on the memories…
‘Don’t worry,’ Jenny says about the T-shirts, as if the sadness on my face is something simple to solve. ‘You’ve all got one.’ She produces five gift bags and hands us each one.
‘Who’s that for?’ Alex asks, pointing at the leftover bag.
Georgia smiles. ‘Ah, we do have one more guest, but they can’t come until later this evening…’
‘Who?’
Georgia tuts at Alex and shakes her head. ‘It’s a surprise!’
Alex bristles; she hates surprises. As I open my gift bag, I rack my brains for who it could be. It’s always the four of us for things like this – not that we have actually got together in over a year – there has never been a fifth. Alex and Jenny have made other friends over the years, work friends, friends of partners, and I’ve got a handful of people I occasionally catch up with – but for the occasions that matter, it’s only ever the four of us. It’s added another layer of complexity to my falling out with Alex. How do any of our friendships work if one of them is broken? It’s why I’ve not told the others what’s happened between us. I had wondered if Alex had confided in them. I thought perhaps she would have told her side of the story to Jenny to get her allegiance early, but clearly not, or none of us would be here at all.
‘Really, Jen?’ Alex says, rolling her eyes as she pulls out a shockingly tacky bright pink veil set on a silver glitter headband with BRIDE TO BE in foam lettering on top.
Jenny laughs and tells me to find mine. I have a matching version in my bag, and the glitter sticks to my fingers as I lift it out, sprinkling onto the plush cream carpet beneath me. The owners will be finding these sparkles for weeks; I hope they’ve left us a good vacuum to clean up our mess.
‘People will think you’re marrying each other!’ Georgia laughs then colours, side-eyeing Jenny as if she’s said something wrong.
I shoot a look at Alex instinctively, ready for the roll of her eyes and our shared exasperation at Georgia, then lower my eyes to the floor as I remember we no longer share things like this. Georgia has remained surprisingly conservative as we’ve grown up – I think Jenny is the only gay person she knows, and despite her coming to Jenny and Lainey’s wedding two years ago, it’s like she often forgets Jenny is married to a woman. Jenny doesn’t care, though; she’s good at letting Georgia’s Georgia-isms roll off her. Luckily.
I watch awkwardly as Alex busies herself with opening the rest of her goodie bag. She studies the T-shirt with our faces on, a sad smile turning the corners of her mouth. Maybe she does care? It was me that dialled down our contact to the point of a few texts now and again before our big fight, but it still hurts that Alex allowed me to drift out of her life so easily after one stupid argument, and I’ve spent many nights wondering if I ever really meant that much to her after all. It’s made it easier to justify the decision to effectively let our friendship die – the idea that our relationship was never all that stable anyway. But seeing her here, holding a reminder of how much we’ve been through together and how close we once were, makes that story harder to accept. This is Alex. The person who’s been there for my entire life, the person who knows every single thing about me. Well, almost everything.
‘Are you going to put it on?’ Georgia says, pulling her own T-shirt over her head, her blonde waves cascading down her back. Even in the cheap white T-shirt she manages to look good. She’s changed a lot since I last saw her. She’s got the toned gym body I dream of having but am too content lying on the couch to get. But it’s more than her body that’s changed; there’s a confidence in Georgia that I’ve never seen before.
Alex strips off her T-shirt, standing momentarily in a blue lacy bralette you can’t help but stare at. She’s always been so perfect, toned without trying – or at least that’s what you’d think from the outside. But if you actually know Alex, you know that while her Instagram stories depict a life of Netflix binges and cocktails, she’s far more self-controlled and will spend hours following exercise videos on YouTube from the safety of her living room. She works hard for her body, and I’ve never quite worked out why she pretends she doesn’t.
I pull my own T-shirt over the one I’m already wearing; there’s no way I’m standing here topless. My engagement has been such a whirlwind – which is great, it’s exactly what I wanted – but it means I’ve not had time to do the mad pre-wedding diet that everyone else seems to. Alex certainly has, and somehow, Georgia looks ready to walk down the aisle despite her not even being in a relationship. The thought that she’s going to look better at my wedding than I am bothers me for a second, but I tell myself I’m being ridiculous. I find my insecurities, the old resentments and competitions we silently play with each other always rear their heads when I’m around these girls, as if we’ve never quite shed the teenagers we once were.
T-shirts on, the four of us move into the kitchen, which has been decorated with hundreds of tiny HEN-DO shiny cut-outs and multi-coloured streamers all over the table.
‘So,’ Jenny says, taking a seat at the long oak table. ‘Tell us everything about the engagement, Mills.’
My cheeks burn as I flick a glance at Alex. She’s looking down at the table, gathering the tiny cut-outs into little piles. I open my mouth, ready to give some sort of explanation for the fact I’ve basically told them nothing about mine and Luke’s relationship, but I’m cut off by Georgia’s squeals.
‘Nooo!’ she says. ‘That’s all part of the hen-do games! You’ll all find out everything soon enough.’
She winks at me as Alex lifts her head and stares; seeing hurt blossoming across her cheeks makes my heart ache.
This is going to be a very long weekend.



Chapter Two
Alex – Now
Jesus Christ. I can’t believe this is actually happening. Why the fuck didn’t Jenny tell me what they had planned? I wouldn’t have come, obviously, if I knew I was coming on my own stupid hen-do and Mills was going to be here. When Jenny asked me to come away this weekend to her aunt’s house, it was on the understanding that she desperately needed some cheering up and space away from Lainey and the baby. I thought I was doing her a favour, and to be honest, I did love the idea of a weekend away from the shit show of my real life right now. But this? This is an absolute joke. I cannot spend the whole weekend stuck in a house in the middle of nowhere with Georgia dictating our every move, pretending I’m a blushing bride-to-be, with no escape from Millie.
Millie. Even the familiar sound of her name rings with sadness. I never thought we’d be avoiding each other. Never thought I’d be anything except ridiculously excited to share my hen-do with her. I can’t actually believe how quickly everything has fallen to pieces around me.
But I’m stuck here now, and the only way I’m going to get through it is to put on a bloody good show for everyone. I drag my weekend bag up the stairs and find the second room on the left, per Georgia’s instructions. Thank god we at least have our own rooms, so I don’t have to keep up the act twenty-four-seven. I needed a minute to myself after the talk about Millie’s engagement and excused myself to take my stuff upstairs. Do the others know how little Millie’s told me about her new relationship? It seems like Georgia might, by the way she said it would all come out in the games. I don’t know which hurts me more, that Millie hasn’t confided in me or that she has confided in Georgia.
I flop down onto the bed and stare at the vaulted ceiling. Despite rolling my eyes at Georgia’s elaborate tour of the house, I do have to admit it is pretty stunning. The soft cotton duvet marshmallows beneath me, and I feel my body aching for rest; my eyes drift shut before I snap them open. This isn’t the time to give in to exhaustion, no matter how absurdly comfortable this bed is.
As I roll onto my side, willing myself to stand up, I look around my room. Even the wardrobe is posh, made from thick painted oak. If I have to be stuck here on the hen-do from hell, I guess there are worse places to be. I had another hen-do planned before this one, but I couldn’t go through with it in the end. Not after what I found out.
Dan was very involved in planning that one; he helped Millie arrange it all – even putting money towards the huge chic city-centre apartment for everyone to stay in. I’d invited a lot more people – despite our favourite gatherings being just the four of us, I’d decided to invite pretty much every woman I knew – gym friends, work friends, old uni friends. What would have happened if I’d let that hen-do go ahead as planned? Or what if Dan and I had got married a few years earlier, when he first started asking me? Maybe Millie would have met someone at the wedding and never met Luke. Perhaps I’d be pregnant by now, and Dan would be the perfect husband. Instead… Instead, I am here alone, my best friend isn’t talking to me, and things with Dan are so far from perfect I don’t even have the words.
I reach for my phone, suddenly desperate to text him, but a knock on my door stops me.
‘Knock knock!’ Jenny chirps as she walks in. ‘Ah,’ she says, seeing the phone in my hand. ‘I’m afraid I’ve come to confiscate that…’
‘What?’ I say, gripping it in my palm.
She shrugs. ‘Georgia’s orders!’ I start to argue, but Jenny cuts me off. ‘Come on, Al. We haven’t seen each other for absolutely ages, and it would be nice if it could be like the old days without one of us constantly on Instagram or Millie texting love poems to Luke.’ She gives me a wicked smile, and I laugh, comforted by the old jokes about Millie’s hopeless romantic tendencies.
‘No, I can’t,’ I say, suddenly panicked. ‘What if something—’
Jenny cuts me off. ‘G has already spoken to him apparently and given him the house phone number for emergencies. No excuses, sorry.’ I crinkle my nose, wondering at the improbability of Dan agreeing to this arrangement, but how can I argue without raising an enormous red flag to Jenny about Dan and me?
‘Fine,’ I eventually say, handing over my phone, which Jenny immediately pockets.
‘See you downstairs in five? G wants to give us our “agenda” for the weekend,’ Jenny says with a laugh.
‘Sure,’ I say.
‘Don’t look so worried, babe,’ Jenny says, her thick eyebrows knitting together as she studies me. ‘There’s a house phone for emergencies.’
When she’s gone, I roll over onto my front and close my eyes, breathing in for four, holding for six, and out for eight. I’ve been doing YouTube yoga classes in our living room recently to try and quell some of the racing thoughts that seem to speed up more and more as the days go on. It does feel like a waste of time; I’d rather be doing something to burn calories and get my heart racing, but I guess that’s kind of why I need to slow down and breathe for a bit. I always thought I was in control of my life, that if I worked hard enough and did well enough, I could have everything I ever wanted. But the last few months have shown me how completely ridiculous I ever was to believe something so simple. Everything with Dan was already like living through a nightmare and then the fallout with Millie threatened to send me over the edge.
And now this.
Stuck in a house together all weekend, pretending everything is normal while we celebrate one wedding that might never happen and another that I would give anything to stop…
God, I need a drink.



Chapter Three
Jenny – Now
Before I even open the door to my room, I make a bet with myself it’ll be the smallest in the house. If I’m right, I’m going to have an extra-large glass of wine. If I’m wrong… really? What’s the point in even answering that.
I’m never wrong.
As I open the door, I laugh to myself. The box room. Of course. It would be childish to let this bother me, so instead, I throw myself onto the – single – bed and stretch out. Box room or not, I’ll still get a better night’s sleep than I’ve had in months. My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I grab it to silence it before anyone hears the familiar buzzing; I may have told the others a slight fib that I would be locking away my own phone for the weekend too. But in my defence, it’s not the same when you have a baby. There could be an actual emergency; Lainey could need me. Plus, I don’t think I can bear to go two nights without seeing pictures of Theo. There he is; his perfect squished face fills my screen with a message from Lainey below: Miss you Mummy! Tears come to my eyes as I stroke the screen.
I cannot believe this is the sort of person I am now. The others would find it hilarious if they knew I had become so soft, but how could I not? Theo is everything. He is unbelievable. A tiny little miracle. Nothing in the whole world has ever made me feel like this. I type a reply to Lainey quickly, as if someone might come in and rumble me. Ridiculous! Georgia and I agreed we’d all do no phones; we didn’t want this to turn into one long Instagram posting session. It’s so rare that we get to spend time together like this now that I’ve got Theo and the others are so busy; it’s like we’ve almost forgotten the rules of socialising. We’re far too used to watching each other’s lives through our screens – we wanted an escape from that.
But still, what they don’t know won’t hurt them.
As if sensing she’s on my mind, a text from Lainey comes in.
Have you told them yet? x
I sigh and stab out a reply.
We’ve literally just arrived! You know what will happen once I tell them. I don’t want to ruin the whole weekend x


The longer you wait, the worse it’ll be. Love you x
I roll my eyes because despite finding her words quite annoying, I also know she’s right. But still, I need to do this my way and dropping my bombshell on the first night is absolutely not an option. I silence my phone and hide it in the top drawer.
‘Jen!’ I hear Georgia calling me from downstairs and take a deep breath, readying myself to be fun Jenny, not knackered can’t-be-arsed Jenny. I’m sure she’s still in here somewhere. I pull the cheap printed T-shirt over my stomach, glaring at myself in the mirror. You’d think I’d carried Theo, not Lainey. It’s a bit embarrassing; everyone expects her to have an adorable tummy pouch, but not me. But my body seems to have mirrored hers, and I’ve never been quite so aware of it as I am here next to lithe Alex and an ever-shrinking Georgia. At least Millie remains predictably soft.
Was that a bit mean?
Honestly, I don’t know what it is about being in this group. Sometimes, I think it brings out the very worst in all of us. This weekend will be a test of our friendship. Since having Theo, I have had so little energy for pretty much anything outside of him and Lainey, and it has made me wonder about where I want that energy to go. Sometimes, I think it would be easier to let this friendship group fade into the background – along with their dramas and complications – and concentrate on the friends who are a bit more like me. That thought makes it bearable to keep this secret from them, but then I see them, and it’s like falling back into an old, comfy armchair you’ve been thinking of throwing out for years. You think, how could I ever get rid of this? It’s moulded to the exact perfect shape for my back; yes, the arms are a bit frayed, and it doesn’t quite fit with the rest of the furniture, but where else will I find something so totally and utterly familiar? I don’t know. I didn’t even give birth, so I’ve no right to think that hormones are sending me a bit batshit, but that’s how it feels. Lainey told me this weekend would be good for me, a reminder of who I was before I was a mum, and she’s probably right. I’ve always rallied against this idea that when you have a baby, you can only relate to other people with babies, but honestly? That’s kind of how I feel. None of them have any idea what it’s like to have this level of responsibility. It’s why I know they’ll never understand when I do finally tell them the truth.
But then, I’ve always felt a bit like that about the group. We met at uni, which in any other world would mean we were ‘old’ friends, but I’ll forever be the ‘new’ addition to the group – taking the hallowed place of their original ‘old’ friend, Becca. I’m not sure I’ve ever quite lived up to her. We certainly don’t sound anything alike from the stories I’ve heard, but I do think they need someone like me to balance out all the drama. Especially given what happened with Becca in the end. Sometimes, I feel a bit boring compared to everyone else, but being boring never killed anyone, so who cares.
Arranging this weekend with Georgia has been like a military operation; she’s been so keen to make everything absolutely perfect that it has been a good reminder of how much love there is between us all. Why else would anyone put so much energy into arranging a surprise weekend away? But still, part of me wishes I was here with Lainey and Theo instead.
‘Jeeeeeenny!’ Georgia bellows from downstairs, growing more impatient with me.
‘Coming!’ I shout back before shutting the door behind me.
Enough whining. Time to put my game face on.



Chapter Four
Georgia – Now
After I’ve dragged Jenny downstairs to help me finish putting out the hen-do decorations, I steal five minutes to myself in my room and flop back on the bed with exhaustion. I didn’t even realise I was so nervous about the big reveal, but now it’s over, I can feel all the anxiety that’s been building up over the last few days flowing through my veins. Alex looked shocked, and so did Millie. I’m known for my extravagant surprises, but this weekend will go down in our shared history as the biggest one.
The goose down feather pillow is like a cloud beneath my head, and I wish more than anything I could stay here for a little while so that I could get my breath back before going down to face the others, but I know there’s no time. This weekend, I am the host – I’m excellent at that. I’ve got off twelve-hour flights bleary-eyed after no sleep at all and welcomed a group of guests with the same level of energy you’d expect from an eighteen-year-old on her first ski season. This is what I do. There’s no room to worry about how tired I am, or whether I’m having a good time – it’s not about me. This weekend is all about Alex and Millie.
I roll myself off the bed and stand in the middle of the room. This room is my favourite; it’s not the biggest, as those have naturally gone to our brides-to-be on the first floor, but it is the loveliest. It’s also the most private. I open the thick Roman blinds so I can see out across the moors. We’re due for bad weather this weekend, but you’d never know it from the look of the sky right now. I push open the window and stick my head out so I can breathe in the fresh, clean air. I love it here. When I let myself dream, this is where I picture living one day: waking up every morning with the sounds of birds, the only thing to be heard for miles. The last time I was here, it was like something out of a movie. The sort of movie Alex would roll her eyes at, and Mills and I would get weepy over. I remember when it happened, when I woke up beside him and looked out over the moors while he slept beside me; I was so desperate to tell them what was happening. But obviously, I couldn’t. Of course that would happen to me; I’d meet the man of my dreams and finally fall in love, and the only catch would be that no one could ever know about it – least of all my best friends in the world.
But still, that was then, and this is now. Now, we are all here together, in this big beautiful house, with nothing to distract us – that’s enough for now. And after this weekend, who knows? Maybe we’ll leave here without the need to hold onto our secrets quite so tightly.
With renewed enthusiasm for the weekend, I jump off the bed and walk out of my room, taking a second to admire the moors from the landing window. It really is beautiful here. I check my watch and head downstairs.
Despite asking everyone to be back downstairs by four p.m., it’s ten past by the time they all congregate around the table.
‘So, ladies,’ I say, putting on my best hostess voice. ‘I’m so glad we’re all here, and I hope you’ve settled into your rooms okay?’
They nod and smile at me, and I give a second’s pause for someone to compliment the rooms, to tell me how well I’ve done finding this place, but no one does, so I move on.
‘In true hen-do fashion, Jenny and I have a range of activities planned to fill the next few days, and I’ve made your itineraries for you here.’ I open the kitchen drawer and pull out the personalised itineraries, handing them around the group.
‘Wow, G, are these actually laminated?’ Alex asks with a laugh, and I try not to bristle, catching Jenny’s eye.
‘It’s to stop you spilling prosecco all over them,’ Jenny replies, and Alex laughs again, not unkindly, but still, I’m annoyed at the dig, so I let Jenny take over the next part.
‘Okay, so here’s the plan,’ she says, moving to stand beside me. ‘Tonight, please meet in the kitchen at seven p.m. for everyone’s favourite dinner treat.’ Jenny leaves a dramatic pause here. ‘It’s my very own homemade lasagne.’ She smiles and bows as Millie and Alex politely clap, but the mood is all wrong.
Jenny’s lasagne is a hallowed meal for the four of us. It got us through hangovers and heartbreaks and horrendous exam cramming over the uni years and has become a tradition for our get-togethers ever since, so much so that I didn’t moan at all when Jenny suggested it in place of my original plan for a tapas night. The good thing about tapas is you can get away with hardly eating anything, and no one notices because the plates are so tiny, but with lasagne, it’s not like I can have a tiny portion without the others making a huge deal of it. But whatever. It’s one night, and I’ll make up for it after this weekend. It is hard work to keep convincing myself that whatever this weekend costs me will be worth it in the long run.
‘Then we’ll be moving into the living room for a games night. Please wear your hen-do T-shirts and be prepared for a lot of willy jokes.’ Jenny finishes reading the Friday itinerary with a giggle.
‘And tomorrow,’ I cut in, trying to pick up the pace, ‘please meet in the kitchen between eight and ten a.m. for a buffet breakfast…’
‘This is actually like being on a school trip,’ Alex says. ‘Do we have scheduled rest breaks too?’
‘You can see you do, babe,’ Jenny says, pointing at my laminated sheet with a laugh. ‘You’ve already had your break for today, look.’
The three of them spot the words ‘free time’ on the itinerary between three and four p.m. today and share a laugh. I laugh along as if they aren’t being incredibly annoying.
‘Then after breakfast,’ I continue, ‘we’ll be going for a brisk walk on the moors…’
‘Oh god,’ Millie says, pulling a face.
‘Followed by a mystery museum visit, then back here for pizza and more hen-do games.’
‘What’s the museum visit?’ Alex asks.
‘It’s a mystery!’ Jenny says, and Alex shakes her head like this is the silliest thing she’s ever heard.
‘Then Sunday will be a chilled pamper day followed by another surprise activity…’
‘I hate surprises,’ Alex says.
‘I know,’ I say with a smile as sweet as anything. ‘But I’m afraid this weekend is going to be absolutely full of them.’



Chapter Five
Then
The four girls took their seats in the middle of the classroom. Not at the back, which everyone knew was reserved for the naughty kids, the ones who even at eleven and twelve years old had worked out their inner blazer pockets were the perfect place to hide cigarettes, and not at the front where the over-keen, under-liked kids sat. These girls were neither the best nor the worst of their class, not yet. But already, they had found each other. Shy looks cast between them as they recognised the similar Claire’s Accessories hairclips, the Jansport backpacks, their grey school skirts rolled up – just once – at the waistband.
‘Nice bags,’ the first of them ventured.
She addressed it to the other three, looking down the line of girls with a smile at their matching backpacks on the floor – an array of the most popular colours; hers – bright red – sat next to her neighbours’ maroon, then orange and yellow. Almost a perfect sunset. The three of them smiled back at this pretty blonde girl, each experiencing that first flush of joy at being seen and included.
‘Nothing like being original,’ she added, with what was almost a smirk, so much so that the furthest away girl dropped her grin for a second, unsure of herself suddenly.
But then the blonde girl grinned, her perfect features – blue eyes, slightly upturned nose, long wavy hair and doll-like lips – marred for a second by her slightly wonky teeth, and everyone felt more at ease with this alarmingly confident stranger. ‘I’m Becca.’
‘Alex,’ the owner of the maroon backpack said. She was not as pretty as Becca, but there was something about her that made the other girls know instinctively she would be Becca’s second in command – no questions asked.
‘Georgia,’ the orange backpack owner followed up. Unlike the other two, she was still in her puppy fat stage and had a demeanour that showed it was all she thought about as she curled her body in on itself.
Finally, the yellow backpack owner drummed up the courage to speak. ‘I’m Millie.’
The four studied each other with a delighted giggle – friends, already, they knew.
‘Girls! Enough, please. I can tell you’re going to be trouble already,’ their form teacher scolded from the front of the classroom, which only increased their giggles further.
Millie spent the rest of that class desperately hoping none of her new-found friends would notice the first letter on the logo of her Jansport backpack wasn’t a J at all but a Y that she’d unpicked the stitching from. She’d found it at the market last week and used the weekly allowance she’d been saving all summer to buy the £10 bag. At the time, she’d felt a bit stupid spending all her money on a knockoff, but when those girls saw it and mistakenly recognised her as one of their own, she knew it was worth it.
As they packed up their bags to leave at the end of the lesson, she tried to stay at the back of the line so the girls wouldn’t get a closer look at the knockoff bag, but one of them, Alex, hung back.
‘That was boring,’ she said, and Millie said ‘Yeah, it was’, even though she quite liked maths. Alex pushed her forward, not hard but forcefully enough that Millie felt like a little doll being manoeuvred out of the classroom. She grabbed her bag and tried to cover up the tell-tale Y, but Alex stopped her hand.
‘Don’t worry,’ the girl said. ‘No one will notice it’s not real. And if they do, they’ll have me to deal with if they say anything. We’re friends now – I’ve got your back.’



Chapter Six
Millie – Now
It’s amazing how you can avoid someone while being in the same room. Before tonight, I’d never have thought it possible for Alex and I to spend so much time together while not actually having any interaction. The four of us are sitting at the dining table, two empty prosecco bottles between us, with another one on the go. My cheeks are pink, and the windows are steamed up on the inside. Outside, it’s already pitch black; I swear the night is darker here than in Bristol. There are no lights at all, no streetlamps, no passing traffic. Just black, black, black. Then us. From the outside, we must look like a search beam, the warm glow of life erupting through the nothingness in small black squares out across the moors.
Inside, our cheeks are burning, warmed by the alcohol as much as the fire Jenny enthusiastically feeds every hour or so, sending tiny embers bouncing across the protective rug. Everything has started to blur; I’m not that far gone, but things are becoming fuzzy around the edges. Georgia’s jokes make me laugh a little bit more freely; Alex’s refusal to look at me is a mere prod of a wound rather than a gouge. Why isn’t she looking at me? I am the one who decided it was time to cool our friendship down – even if I never told her that directly – and yet it’s her who refuses to meet my eye as if I’m the one she wants to avoid.
‘Alright, Mills?’ Georgia asks, her hand heavy on my arm.
‘She probably needs a water,’ Alex says, getting up and going to the sink.
I think of all the times she’s done this for me, from when we would throw up in the bushes at house parties with boys acting like men before their chests had hair, to falling out of clubs in Zante at eighteen, so excited to finally be out in the world yet completely unprepared for it. Alex’s ability to appear by my side with a glass of water when I need it the most is a running joke between us all. But tonight, it doesn’t feel caring. It feels infantilising. I’ve had a few glasses of prosecco; I can handle that without her assistance.
She places the glass in front of me, still not looking at me, and returns to her seat. I push it away and pour another glass of prosecco, lifting the now slightly warm, slightly flat liquid to my lips.
‘Cheers!’ I say, and the others lift their glasses while Alex’s stays planted on the table.
‘To the brides!’ Georgia giggles, and Jenny cries back. ‘The brides!’
Alex looks at me with a flash of… what? Jealousy? Anger? Whatever it is, it makes me squirm.
I’m sure she hates sharing the title of ‘bride’ with me. She and Dan did things properly. They met in their mid-twenties – old enough to have got most of their wild partying out of their systems but young enough that they still feel like they’ve ‘grown up together’ (that’s a direct quote) – dated for two years before moving in together, then got engaged six months after that. She’d be married by now if she hadn’t been so concerned about buying their flat first, and I know it drives her crazy that she’s already thirty-two and not yet had the big dream wedding. We would talk about that when we were too young to know what weddings or marriage really entailed – the idea that if you hadn’t settled down by thirty, you’d be old and ugly on your wedding day. So ridiculous. I’ve never felt less like a mature adult than I do right now, sitting amongst my childhood friends, giggling and drinking prosecco with a fake veil on my head like we’re playing at grown-up life.
Alex probably thinks I am playing at all of this, to be honest – being a bride. I know she doesn’t understand how I can have gone from being hopelessly single to engaged within a matter of months, with barely a word said to her about any of it until the ring was on my finger. You’re not pregnant, are you? Georgia said when I sent that WhatsApp pic of my outstretched hand to the group, ring proudly shining, as if the only reason someone would settle for me was out of some old-fashioned sense of duty. Not pregnant, not in a rush, not being taken advantage of somehow. Just in love.
And my god, I do love Luke. I always have, and I always will.
I must be drunker than I thought as a hiccup pops out of my throat. Everyone laughs, even Alex, and I feel myself soften towards her again. God, what is this? It’s like we’re back in high school, and she’s one of the boys I fancy, playing games. Except there were never really ‘boys’ plural, even back then. For me, it was nearly always Luke. I wish things were simpler; I wish that finally falling in love with my high school crush was a moment of celebration for me and Alex, and if things were normal, then it would be. She’d be relishing her position at this hen-do as the friend who was there from the very first time we both saw him as he sauntered into our classroom a few weeks into year seven to give the teacher a note, turning an otherwise unbearably boring day into something like a teen movie. We were obsessed with The O.C. at the time, and we took to calling him Ryan – not to his face, of course. I wouldn’t have dared talk to his face at all. Alex did, though. Alex always made the first move. We stopped using the nickname when we realised he was Becca’s brother and to admit its origin would be to admit we were both hopelessly obsessed with him.
But that doesn’t matter now; it’s me who’s marrying him. Alex is with Dan, happy and solid as they’ve ever been, and I’m with Luke.
She needs to get on board with that. She needs to stop obsessing about the past and pretending she still has any say over who I end up with. It doesn’t even make sense that she’s so against the relationship. I knew she wouldn’t like it when I first started seeing him – she’s always loved how we didn’t let Luke come between us back then, and I knew she’d act like I was somehow betraying her by choosing him – it’s why I finally moved out of her and Dan’s place. It’s not like I ever meant to end up living with them anyway, but when my previous flatmate got coupled up and abruptly moved out, I couldn’t bear the idea of living alone – even temporarily. Alex offered me their spare room until I could find another house-share, but instead of actively looking for one, I found myself happily lodging in their spare room like a stray cat.
I didn’t tell her why I suddenly got the courage to rent a place ‘on my own’ because even then I knew she wouldn’t like me being with Luke. She never wanted me to be with Luke.
I didn’t understand it at first, her total objection to him and me, but Luke has made me realise all Alex has ever done is try to control me. She’s never wanted me to be in a proper relationship. Our friendship has never been equal; I’ve always been the poor little helpless girl she’s wanted to save, and she’s always been my hero. I guess I thought when I stopped needing saving, there would still be a friendship there, but I guess I was wrong.
Now, I meet her eyes across the table, and it’s like looking at a stranger. We’re not in high school anymore, and I’m done acting like a child with her.
‘Right, ladies,’ Georgia bellows, ‘let the games begin!’

Once more prosecco has been brought to the table, this time in an ice bucket after Georgia moaned she couldn’t stand drinking it warm, Jenny takes over.
‘Okay,’ she says, standing up as Georgia dims the lights. ‘So tonight, we’re going to play everybody’s favourite hen-do game…’ She drums on the table for dramatic effect as Georgia giggles. ‘It’s time for Mr and Mrs!’
Behind her, the kitchen wall lights up as I realise they’ve set up a screen share from Georgia’s phone through a tiny black projector on the table.
‘For those of you who’ve not played this before, the concept is very simple,’ Jenny continues, and I imagine her standing in front of the classrooms she’s usually addressing – teaching teenage boys at a private school in Bath. I bet they all love her. ‘We’re going to start with bride number one… Alex!’
Alex laughs as if she expected this, and a tight knot of worry forms in my gut. I know this game, of course I do. I’ve been on enough hen-dos to know how it goes. If they’ve played the game properly, it must mean they’ve filmed Luke to get his answers. My stomach clenches a little at the thought of Alex getting in touch with him to arrange this – but then I remember, of course, it won’t have been Alex talking to Luke; Alex had nothing to do with planning this weekend. Nothing at all.
As the projection on the wall changes to a slide with MR & MRS in an animated bright pink and red font, I try to calm myself down. I’ve kept Alex and Luke in separate worlds for long enough, and it’s completely ended our friendship. Perhaps being forced to bring them together like this will make her realise how totally unreasonable and bizarre she’s been over the whole situation. If she does, maybe I could find a way to love them both without it blowing everything up.
Maybe. But not yet.
‘So,’ Jenny says, as Georgia hands her some cue cards. I laugh at the level of organisation, and Alex joins me, before awkwardly remembering we aren’t friends anymore and covers her laughter with a cough. ‘We’re going to ask Alex a series of questions that we’ve already asked Dan, and if she gets the answers right – and by right, I mean she has to answer the same as him – then she wins and we drink.’
Georgia boos dramatically in the background.
‘But if she gets them wrong, she drinks!’ Jenny finishes with a grin.
Alex laughs and rolls her eyes. ‘I’m definitely not going to get them wrong,’ she says, her competitive streak on full show.
‘Well, let’s see,’ Georgia says. ‘We don’t always know people as well as we think we do,’ she adds with a wink before smiling at me. I throw back what’s left of my prosecco and top myself up.
‘So, question one,’ Jenny barks. ‘What would your partner say are your worst habits?’
Alex furrows her brows. ‘I don’t have any,’ she says as the others laugh. ‘No, okay. Well, rearranging the dishwasher after Dan’s done it…’ Jenny laughs appreciatively as if her partner is also incapable of lining up the dishes properly. ‘Leaving the plastic lids on yoghurt pots, and…’ She looks around as if wanting to say something but then changes her mind. ‘Not washing my gym stuff straight away and leaving it in the wash ’til he does his.’ She laughs along with the others who tell her she’s disgusting.
‘Let’s see what our groom-to-be had to say.’
Dan’s huge face fills the screen, and my heart tugs at the sight of him. I like Dan, I always have. He’s funny, clever to a point (as in he occasionally flicks through the BBC News homepage and thinks about things long enough to have an opinion), and he’s only ever been good to me. Even when I rocked up at their two-bed semi with the idea of staying for a few weeks and somehow ended up moving in for almost a year – he didn’t moan once as Alex and I spent nights watching old movies and melting bars of Galaxy in the microwave to dip strawberries into. Like we were the couple and he was the third wheel. Those nights when it was just Alex and me (and Dan, in the background) were some of the best nights I’d ever had. It’s unbelievable how quickly we’ve gone from that to this. I’ve missed being able to WhatsApp Dan for his cooking tips these last few months, missed knowing what’s going on in his life as well as Alex’s. I haven’t let myself think about how much I miss it all until right now, and it hurts.
‘Hello, ladies,’ he says, his Australian accent drawling in a way I’d forgotten was so strong. ‘And hello, babe,’ his face spreads into a wide smile, and Alex laughs. ‘So, what are my gorgeous wife-to-be’s three worst habits? Well, how long have you got?’
Dan loves to tease Alex, and they’ve always been the sort of couple that can push each other just far enough with the insults and jokes but never so far that it hurts. I’ve watched in awe before as Dan said things that coming out of any other mouth would send Alex through the roof, but from him gets a girly laugh or, at worst, a slap on the back of his bald head.
‘So, Alex has already told us her worst habits, let’s see if Dan agrees,’ Jenny says as she pauses the video of Dan, leaving him with a gaping mouth on the wall, ready to say his next sentence.
‘Actually,’ Georgia cuts in, her cheeks pink from the prosecco and an excited look in her blue eyes. ‘Before we play Dan’s clip, why don’t we all guess one of our own?’
Alex rolls her eyes. ‘Oh great, yes please do all tell me the things you don’t like about me.’
‘We love everything about you,’ Jenny teases, pulling Alex in for a bear hug. ‘We just also know all the ways you’re incredibly annoying.’ Alex shrugs her off and laughs but flicks a worried glance across at me.
‘Okay, well I’d say…’ Jenny starts us off, drumming her fingers on the table while thinking. ‘The way you crack your knuckles when someone is talking for too long.’ Jenny mimics the horrible cracking motion as Georgia throws her head back with laughter.
‘You do do that, it’s awful!’
Alex frowns and moves her hands under the table as if ignoring the urge to crack them. I smile, as if this, too, is the most annoying thing I find about Alex.
‘Dan does hate that, to be fair,’ Alex admits.
‘Your go, Georgia,’ Jenny says.
Georgia screws her pretty face up, as if thinking hard. ‘Well, you can be a bit bossy sometimes, like you always think you know better than we do…’
‘What?’ Alex cries, ‘That’s bollocks! I don’t do that. Do I?’ She looks towards Jenny, who puts her hands up to say ‘I’m not getting involved.’
‘Oh, come on, darling, you know you do! You think without you, the three of us would crumble.’
I’m surprised to hear this from Georgia, as she’s usually the one showering us all with compliments, quick to point out her faults before she’d ever dream of criticising us.
‘Name one time I’ve said that.’ Alex says, her voice betraying genuine hurt.
Georgia shrugs. ‘Oh, I don’t know, just the way you are with us – you don’t like people making big decisions without you. You’re very overprotective! Like when Millie wanted to buy that car on finance, and you found her a secondhand one instead because you told her she’d only get into debt and never pay it off!’ Georgia laughs, and I colour, thinking how easily I caved in about that stupid car.
‘That’s not being overprotective or bossy; it’s called looking out for a friend. We all do it,’ Alex says. ‘And I was right. Millie would have forgotten to pay one month and then got the car taken away, and I’d have had to be her taxi every day. Right?’ she says to me.
Everyone looks at me, waiting for an answer. The truth is, I know exactly what Georgia means. Alex has barely let me make a major decision for myself my entire life. She always thinks she knows better, and for a long time, she really had me believing I wasn’t capable of doing anything on my own. By default, she’s then the hero in every drama, the saviour in every story.
‘Well, I ended up getting the car I wanted a few weeks ago,’ I say, before taking a sip of my prosecco. ‘So I guess we’ll see how capable I am of managing my own finances.’ Alex’s face is like thunder, but I smile like it’s all a silly joke that means nothing at all, when really the car is one more act of defiance against Alex, and she knows it.
‘Ha!’ Georgia cries as if this is the funniest thing she’s ever heard. ‘Good for you, Mills. Good for you.’
‘Al is the mother of the group,’ Jenny says. ‘And you know we’d all curl up and die without you. We love our bossy boots.’ She drags Alex in for a cuddle, and I see Alex soften.
Georgia laughs. ‘Yes, exactly,’ she says. ‘We wouldn’t have you any other way, babe! Bossy and all!’
Alex laughs back, breaking the tension enough to allow everyone to take a breath. It’s all an act, of course. Georgia’s shown a chink of her real feelings towards Alex tonight, and I must admit I’m delighted to see it. I’ve always been fiercely loyal to Alex. Over the years, Georgia has often attempted to form an alliance with me in the face of Alex’s bad behaviour – like when she convinced us to join her for a 10k charity race that she promised to run alongside us but then left us both keeled over and winded as she lapped us – but I’ve never indulged it, refusing to complain about Alex to anyone. Until I met Luke again, and it was like all the little annoyances, the unspoken grievances came pouring out, and the thing was, he got it. He knew Alex well enough to agree with me but not well enough for me to feel disloyal, like I would have if I’d shared my feelings with Georgia. He made me see Alex for who she was. I do think part of the reason for not wanting us to be together was because she knew he’d do that; she knew if I had him, I wouldn’t need her anymore, and she couldn’t stand that.
‘So, Mills, your turn,’ Jenny says, and I really wish at that moment I had told the truth about the state of our friendship – then none of us would be here in this mess.
There are so many things I could say about Alex’s annoying habits. Her obsession with being right. Her way of glazing over as someone’s telling a story to the point that they stop and let her take over out of embarrassment. Her texts, saying she’s five minutes away when you both know she hasn’t even left the house yet, as if your time is so much less valuable than hers. The way she measures out her food on a scale before allowing it to touch her lips yet posts endless burgers and pizzas on her Instagram that she never plans to eat, to make sure she gets the comments like ‘How do you manage to eat like this with a body like yours?’ that play into her delusion.
‘Dan would probably say the same as me,’ I say, and Alex’s shoulders tighten. I leave the moment to linger, enjoying the power I have over her. Does she really believe I’m going to say something bad now? Here, in front of everyone? ‘That she’s always late,’ I finally say with a smile, and Alex’s shoulders return to their normal resting place.
‘I am always late,’ she says, tucking her brown hair behind her ears. ‘I can’t help it!’
The others laugh, and then Jenny plays the video of Dan, who predictably reels off Alex’s bad habits. Lateness. Picking her nails. Her need for coffee before a single word is spoken in the morning.
‘Drink!’ Jenny shouts at Alex.
Georgia rolls her eyes. ‘You’ve done it wrong, Jen,’ she scolds. ‘You were supposed to wait for Alex to confirm her answers before playing Dan’s.’ Jenny cocks her head to the side like a confused spaniel. ‘Never mind,’ Georgia concedes. ‘Jen’s right, drink.’
Alex dutifully downs what’s left of her prosecco glass, then sticks out her tongue to show it’s gone like she’s in a police search.
The next few questions pass by in a blur, generic things Jenny must have found on the internet. Who’s your celebrity crush / what three words would you use to describe each other / what would you grab first in a fire. I watch Alex answer them all, loving the spotlight, and can’t help but notice how I know the answer to every single one before Dan’s video is played. Alex is the person I know best in the whole world. Even if I don’t want to.
‘And finally,’ Georgia reads with a flourish. ‘Our last question. Who does Alex love more, Dan or Millie?’
My cheeks flush, and Alex’s quickly match them.
‘Dan,’ she snaps, ‘obviously Dan.’ The others look taken back, and Jenny scrabbles to play Dan’s video to break the awkwardness.
His face fills the screen as he beams his perfectly white teeth at us. ‘God, what a question!’ He laughs. ‘Well, ladies, you know I’d love to say me – but I’m man enough to admit I’m only ever going to be the second love of Alex’s life. We all know Millie’s forever going to be the first.’
With that, the recording ends, and the screen goes black.
‘Drink,’ I say, my eyes deadlocked onto Alex’s.



Chapter Seven
Alex – Now
Jesus fucking Christ. That was like the Spanish Inquisition… not that I actually know what the Spanish Inquisition was. Millie would know. Millie always knows things like that, she’s always been the clever one, whereas I’ve been the… What have I been? The leader, I suppose, if we’re going to be that black and white about things. I can’t say I felt much like a leader during that game, though, not after hearing how easily my friends named my worst attributes, as if they’d been dying to be asked. Except Millie, who by choosing something so generic as my ‘lateness’ only confirmed her status as no-longer-my-best-friend. The old Millie would have howled as she reeled off various stories about me that made fun while never quite tipping over into being cruel. We’d have both relished the opportunity to share our combined memories – a way of shining a light on exactly how close we were in front of the others. They’ve got to have noticed the distance between Millie and me by now, surely? I can feel her agitation like tiny little spikes even from across the room, but as I study both Jenny and Georgia, I can see they’re totally oblivious.
Dan, looking like his old happy self, telling the room I love Millie more than him, only highlighted how much my life has changed in a few short months. There was a time when no one would ever doubt that we’d pick each other over anyone else. I still would. Is that totally pathetic? I can’t help it; Millie is like family. You’d never be expected to pick your fiancé over your sister, surely? Yet with friends, people expect you to be able to replace them as the most important person in your life the second you find someone to sleep with on a regular basis. I do love Dan, of course I do. Now more than ever, I’ve been forced to confront how much I love and need him. But if it came down to it, would I really have picked him over her? Deep down, I know I wouldn’t. Which makes the fact she discarded me for Luke the second she had that option hurt all the more and perhaps what’s happening with Dan is the world’s way of punishing me for my misplaced loyalty.
‘Right,’ Georgia chirps, standing up from her chair at the head of the table and clapping her hands for our attention like a teacher. ‘Millie’s turn!’
Jenny drunkenly whoops and blows on a discarded party straw, letting out a feeble screech that makes the two of them laugh more. Millie, on the other hand, stares down at her drink like a woman condemned, and I itch with annoyance. I wish she knew how hard it was for me to sit through that video of Dan like everything was perfectly fine, but how could she? She’d need to actually give a shit about me to know that.
‘Can we do something else, I really don’t—’ she starts to protest but is immediately shut down by Jenny.
‘Nooo,’ Jenny slurs. ‘Shut up! This is fun! We get to see your man in action.’ She winks at Millie, who frowns in that mardy way she used to as a teenager, the frown that shows she’s actually furious but is swallowing the anger rather than risking it spilling out and ruining everyone else’s good time. Millie’s always been a total people-pleaser. Except for when it counts, of course. Her most recent decision to get married has pleased no one but herself.
‘Yeah, come on, Mills,’ I say, putting on my best fake voice. ‘It’ll be fun.’
Georgia needs no more encouragement and quickly begins tapping at her phone to bring the video up. My stomach begins to curl as the screen goes black, and I know we’re seconds away from seeing Millie’s fiancé’s face. Here he comes.
‘Alright?’ The familiar twang of his accent pricks my ears.
Georgia pauses the video as he’s about to say something else, leaving his projected face open-mouthed on the kitchen wall.
‘God, I didn’t realise he was so good-looking,’ Jenny says, squinting through her drunken eyes to try and hold his face still.
Georgia squeals as she jumps up from the table and runs to hug Millie. ‘I still can’t believe you’re actually marrying Luke Matthews!’ Hearing the name on Georgia’s lips makes the whole thing more surreal; the number of times we heard her toss that name around our teenage bedrooms. Do you think Luke Matthews will be at the party? Does Luke Matthews like Fall Out Boy, do you think? Did you see Luke Matthews updated his MySpace profile? We all obsessed over him like he was someone otherworldly, a celebrity walking free in our own secondary school halls. Now, here he is – his still-boyishly handsome face grinning out at all of us as if he’s won the biggest prize of all. The fucker.
Eventually, Georgia releases Millie from her tight hug, and our eyes meet across the table.
I smile, as if nothing is happening. As if my best friend marrying the boy we promised each other we would never, ever date, no matter what, is no big deal at all. As if she didn’t hide it all from me for months. As if this is all totally fine.
‘Can you believe it?’ Georgia says to me, a flicker of something I can’t quite place crossing her face. ‘Millie and Luke, after all this time!’
How much does Georgia know? Did Millie tell her from day one? The idea of Millie sharing that with her before she bothered to tell me hurts almost as much as the fact she kept it from me at all.
‘I can’t believe you finally managed to get him to fall in love with you, and you kept it from us for so long! Alex, did you just die when you saw her WhatsApp with the ring?’
‘Alex already knew,’ Millie cuts in. ‘I had to tell her first.’
I tilt my head to the side, studying the red patch on Millie’s chest she gets when she’s nervous – or lying. But why is she lying? Why pretend she didn’t casually send a photo of her ring in our WhatsApp group a few weeks after our big fight, as if it was no big deal at all? As if it wouldn’t kill me to find out like that? And why is she so sure I’ll go along with her lie now?
I laugh. For a second, Millie does the doe-eyed deer in headlights thing she used to do when caught in a lie to her foster carers, begging me to save her, and despite everything, it still works. I still want to come to her rescue.
‘Come on, Georgia,’ I say, rolling my eyes. ‘Did you really think Mills could ever keep anything from me?’
Georgia narrows her eyes at me, then Millie, two pink spots colouring her cheeks momentarily before she shrugs it off with a smile. She’ll be pissed off, another mark against the two of us for leaving her out, I’m sure. But it’s more than that this time. She looked pretty bloody delighted to be the one who had gone out and videoed Luke for this stupid game; was it that, for once, she was finally the one with the gossip? We can’t still be that immature, surely? We’re not teenagers anymore. Yet in this house, with our fake bridal veils and our willy straws, we’re already reverting to the roles we once held. Jenny looks between the three of us as she reaches for the Pringles, a look of amused bewilderment on her face.
‘Luke Matthews…’ she says between crunching her crisps. ‘I’m sure you’ve talked about him before—’
‘From school,’ Georgia cuts in. ‘We all fancied him.’
‘I didn’t,’ I say.
‘Oh, come off it, Al, you did. We all did.’
‘I definitely did,’ Millie giggles; she’s properly tipsy. Is this all some big joke to her? Anger flares my nostrils, but I shift in my seat to contain it. Now is not the place to go head-to-head with Millie. Now is the time for games.
‘You have to tell us everything,’ Georgia says, taking her seat at the table and leaning into Millie with a look of girlish adoration on her face. ‘How did this happen? How did you meet?’
Millie smiles, a huge grin covering her pretty face that in any other context would warm my heart, but today, it makes me want to reach across the table and smack it off her.
‘Wait,’ Millie says, the smile dropping as it’s replaced with a look of confusion. ‘How did you even get Luke to do this video?’
Georgia beams as if this is the question she’s been waiting for. ‘Well, when you finally told us about the engagement, I sent him a friend request on Facebook, and we started chatting. I told him about this weekend and went round to his flat one night when you had to work late.’
Millie frowns. ‘So he knew about this whole weekend?’
‘I couldn’t shut him up about you that night,’ Georgia laughs, ignoring the question. ‘Honestly, Mills, I’ve never seen a guy so smitten.’
Millie smiles, but I can tell something is bothering her. Is she upset that Luke has let her come here this weekend, knowing that she’ll be with me? I’m surprised to hear this too. The only person who would want Millie a hundred miles away from me more than Millie herself is Luke.
‘He was so excited when I told him about the hen weekend,’ Georgia continues. ‘He really wanted to make it special for you, even though he said you hate surprises.’ Georgia grins, and Millie starts to lose her look of worry and slips back into doe-eyed affection as Georgia continues to rave about how perfect Luke and Millie are going to be together. I should feel annoyed there were no words like this about Dan and me, but deep down, I’m grateful to be spared it – I’m not sure I could have contained myself if I had to listen to how lucky we are, how we were always destined to be together and what an amazing future we have to look forward to. Not when there’s nothing good ahead for the two of us. Not anymore.
‘I can’t believe you’ve done all this,’ Millie coos when she finally gets a word in amongst Georgia’s babbling. I force myself not to roll my eyes. What’s G done, really? I should have arranged this hen-do, I should be the one Millie is grateful to – it was never meant to be like this. None of this is fair.
‘Can we play the game now, please?’ Jenny slurs and it’s enough to snap me out of my pity party.
One thing I love about Jenny is that she makes an incredibly adorable drunk. Most people can’t get away with slurring or falling asleep at the dinner table (known to happen many a time back in our uni days) without a few sideways glances and the odd tut, but Jenny manages to make sloppy drunken behaviour look like something from an American sitcom. Funny, cute, not at all worrying. Her garbled plea to get back to the game is exactly what I need to pull me out of this funk.
‘Yeah, come on,’ I say. ‘Let’s watch Mr Lover Boy in all his glory.’
Millie frowns at me, presumably confused by my sudden about-turn. But I’ve realised this game might be the only opportunity I have to work out exactly how well Millie really knows Luke Matthews and what it will take to break them up before they’re tied together forever, and I’m relegated to becoming someone she used to know.



Chapter Eight
Georgia – Now
Millie looks so happy. Alex, on the other hand, can’t stop glaring at me across the table. Does she think I haven’t noticed? Perhaps my drunken stumble did the trick, and she honestly thinks I’ve got no idea what’s going on. I smile at the idea that I’ve outwitted Alex.
The two of them haven’t spoken for weeks. They think I’ve got no clue, but of course I do. They’ve always taken me for a bit of an idiot. Yet I’m the one who tracked Luke down. I’m the one who brought them both here together. Not such an idiot, after all, I guess. It was delicious sharing a secret smile with Millie when I brought up some of Alex’s less-than-desirable attributes. I really shouldn’t delight in it quite so much, but my god, it’s a release after years and years of being on the sidelines of this friendship. Finally, I might be allowed to be in the centre.
‘So, first question,’ I say, pausing Luke’s video to read from my phone. ‘What did Luke say on your first date that made you fall in love with him?’
Millie tips her head back, laughing, and I can’t help but smile. She looks so absolutely in love; it’s oozing from her. I’ve never seen her like this before. When we were at school, she was obsessed with Luke, but it was driven by desperation. It’s unbelievable that after everything, they’ve ended up together.
‘God, this is embarrassing,’ Millie says, though she doesn’t look embarrassed.
‘Why? It’s sweet!’ Jenny says.
She smiles even wider before covering her face with her hands; she looks like a teenager again, and I feel my heart pang, wishing we could go back to those days. Before everything happened. But I can’t dwell – I won’t let myself. And anyway, look at us now, still friends, still here with each other. Thanks to me.
‘I can’t believe he’s making me tell you this,’ Millie says, uncovering her smiling face. ‘I was so nervous about going on that first date with him – I tried so hard with my outfit, which was really silly given what he had planned,’ Millie blushes, and Alex rolls her eyes.
I wonder how she managed to prep for that night without Alex’s input. Every time Millie had a date, Alex would dress her up like a little doll before sending us pictures on WhatsApp to tell them both how wonderful she looked. Perhaps Alex dressed Millie up for Luke without even knowing it. I glance across at Alex’s stony face; it looks like she’s had the same thought.
‘What had he planned?’ Jenny asks.
Millie giggles, and Alex looks away. ‘We’d been watching The Big Lebowski together on FaceTime a few nights before, and we got talking about teams and groups, you know, and I said I’d never really been part of a proper team, so he made these shirts for the two of us with “Team Millie and Luke” on the back to go bowling in, and he said…’ She pauses now, and I can tell she’s a little embarrassed, but I tell her to go on. ‘“From now on, I’ll always be on your team.” That’s what he said; that’s when I knew—’
‘Oh my god, stop!’ Jenny cries. ‘That is too cute, I can’t.’
‘That is pretty adorable,’ I admit, and Millie blushes.
I wonder why Millie thinks Alex doesn’t want her to be with Luke. To me, it’s obvious. But not to her. Does she simply believe Alex is jealous? Have they discussed it at all, or has it been brushed under the carpet in the guise of something else?
Jenny continues to coo more than is appropriate for the story, but she has had quite a lot to drink and told me earlier she’s barely left the house since Theo was born, so I forgive her for it.
I hit play and watch as Luke comes back to life. He tells much the same story as Millie while she gazes up at him adoringly.
He looks in love. Without a doubt. And I’m sure he is, who wouldn’t love Millie? I flick a glance back to Alex, who is refilling her glass, her eyes glued to the bubbles as they fizz in her drink. This must be torture, listening to Millie’s stories for the first time with the rest of us. Usually, we’re treated to their double act of filling each other’s sentences through the laughter and the not-uncommon quip at the end: ‘You had to be there, really’.
‘You’ve been on loads of teams,’ Alex cuts across the cooing now, wiping the smile from Millie’s face. My pulse quickens. Are they going to have it out now, in front of us all? ‘We were on the netball team at school, and you were in that uni club—’
Millie frowns, a patch of red climbing up her pale neck. ‘I was on the netball team for about two weeks before you told me I was crap and kicked me off,’ she says, deadpan.
‘Well,’ Alex says, leaning back in her chair as if ready to deliver her judgment. ‘You were crap.’
Jenny looks between them, confused, as if trying to work out if this is a joke. There’s nothing being said, not really, but you can feel the tension between them now.
‘Whatever,’ Jenny says. ‘You’re on your own little team now!’
Alex breaks her stare from Millie and looks at Jenny as if realising for the first time she and Millie are not alone, but neither says a word.
‘Next question!’ I announce, trying to get us all back on track.
The thing about Millie and Alex is that they aren’t always particularly good for each other. Well, in truth, Alex isn’t good for Millie. Millie is too forgiving, too innocent, too uncertain to ever see it for herself, but it seems like since she’s met Luke, the veil has dropped from her eyes. The question is whether that’s a by-product of their relationship, or by design.
I’d put money on it being the latter.
Sometimes, I wish we could go back to how things were, even though that way was pretty damn rubbish for me, because knowing the truth about my friends makes it hard. Really bloody hard, actually. But still, I had the option to bury my head in the sand. I could have let the two of them gradually float out of each other’s lives and, in turn, mine, but that’s not what I wanted.
I want us to all be here together for one last weekend.
After everything we’ve been through, we deserve one final chance to put things right.



Chapter Nine
Alex – Now
This is excruciating. All I’ve learned about Millie and Luke’s relationship is that they appear totally in love, which doesn’t help me at all. On top of that, I’ve got a feeling Georgia somehow knows something is up between Millie and me, but perhaps that’s just my paranoia. None of us have been that chatty lately, our own lives getting in the way of our usual constant barrage of WhatsApp messages. It’s not how it used to be between us, not like I expected. Growing up, I was obsessed with shows like Friends and How I Met Your Mother; I imagined that’s exactly what adulthood would be like. Becca, Millie, Georgia and I, with our cool new friends that we’d meet at university all sharing a big townhouse in central London, going on dates, consoling each other after a bad day at work, pursuing big life dreams side by side. But, of course, Becca never made it to uni and our lives never panned out like that either. The moment uni finished, that life ended, and real life began. It’s not as if I had a fairy godmother willing to pay my rent in London, enabling me to doss about while I decided what I wanted to do, so I got a job in the local gym while Millie volunteered at the rescue centre where she’s now the manager. The four of us did live together for a while, but slowly, one by one, everyone got their own lives and started moving out. All of us except perpetually single Millie who, as my dad once put it, ‘couldn’t seem to get any of them to stick’.
The only time it really felt like we were back in that world again was when Millie moved in with Dan and me, but that went from perfect to her packing her bags one day and barely contacting me since – until the fight. Yet now we’re here, acting exactly like it’s a scene from a movie about the best of friends. As if none of it ever happened.
As we reach the final question in Mr & Mrs (a game I hope I never have to play again in my whole bloody life), I see Millie visibly relax. The worst is over, at least, she thinks so. She’s almost out from under the spotlight, and nothing awful has come out.
‘Okay, final question!’ Georgia chirps. ‘Who did Millie lose her virginity to, and who did she want it to be?’ She grins, but Millie’s smile falters as Georgia says, ‘Well, I think we all know the latter answer.’
‘Who was it?’ Jenny asks, betraying her status as the ‘new one’ to the group, despite our friendship going back twelve years now. She wasn’t there from the start, so she missed many of our formative experiences – you’d think this wouldn’t matter by now, but it still does.
‘Well, she wanted it to be Luke, obviously,’ I say, wanting to hurry this stupid game up.
‘Oh my god, that is too adorable. You’re marrying your high school crush. I literally can’t imagine! If only Becky Harcourt could see me now, she might finally love me back,’ Jenny sighs, looking playfully out onto the moors like a wistful widow.
‘Did she not love you back then?’ Georgia asks.
Jenny laughs, but it’s without any bitterness. ‘She absolutely did not.’
‘Can we finish this now?’ Millie pipes up. ‘We all know I wanted it to be Luke, so let’s get something to eat.’ She downs what’s left of her prosecco.
‘Uh-uh,’ Georgia scolds. ‘I want to see Luke go all gooey-eyed talking about how you’ve loved him the whole of your life.’
I catch Millie’s eye then, and something passes between us.
‘Okay, here we go,’ Georgia says as she presses play yet again on Luke’s video.
‘Millie lost her virginity to…’ Luke says, smiling at the camera as if the mere mention of her name makes his heart flutter. ‘Sam Parrish? I think. God knows why, he stank like the arse end of nowhere and couldn’t save a goal for the life of him.’ Luke chuckles innocently on screen as we all turn to Millie, Georgia’s head tilted to the side.
‘Sam Parrish?’ she says as if she knows Luke is wrong and expects Millie to back her up on how ridiculous the notion she ever shagged Sam Parrish is.
But Millie just shrugs and says, ‘He was alright…’
‘He was gross,’ I say, unable to stop myself disrupting the charade.
‘Didn’t he finger Amelia Lewis in art class once?’ Georgia says. I laugh suddenly, remembering the look on the other boys’ faces when Sam ran out of the classroom, fingers up in the air, screaming ‘smells like glory!’ at the top of his lungs.
Millie did not lose her virginity to Sam Parrish. I know this for a fact.
‘You have to drink! You got it wrong,’ Jenny says.
‘She didn’t get it wrong,’ I say. ‘She didn’t get to answer who she lost it to because you were all so busy cooing over her wanting to lose it to Luke.’
‘So you really did shag Sam Parrish?’ Georgia asks, adopting the confused head tilt again. ‘I thought Luke was wrong; I literally have no memory of that happening…’
Millie rolls her eyes and shrugs, her cheeks reddening as she refuses to meet any of our eyes. ‘Oh, you know,’ she says casually like none of this matters. ‘It was just at some party after sixth form ended…’
‘Sam Parrish?’ Georgia splutters again in disbelief. ‘I can’t believe you shagged Sam Parrish!’
‘Who cares?’ Millie snaps back. ‘Jesus, as if it matters now who I lost my virginity to.’
‘Play the next bit!’ Jenny slurs. ‘I want to hear Luke say she wanted to shag him!’ She cackles like she’s deranged, totally unaware of the unfolding drama around Sam Parrish.
‘And who did she want to lose her virginity to?’ we hear Georgia’s voice prompt on the video.
Luke scrunches up his nose for a moment as if thinking. ‘You know I better get this right, or I’ll sound like a right dick, but I always wanted to lose mine to her, so I’m hoping she’ll say she wanted to lose hers to me.’
‘Awww,’ Georgia and Jenny both say in chorus.
‘That is too cute,’ Jenny says, going a bit misty-eyed.
Millie says nothing, and Jenny looks between us all like we’re some sort of sideshow, her relative ignorance of this complicated schoolgirl history on full show.
‘I still think that counts as Mills getting it half wrong, but whatever. I need some food…’ Jenny announces with a clap of her hands and begins clearing up the debris of plastic prosecco flutes, separated from their stuck-on stems, and sweeping them into the bin. The end of the party. At least for now.
‘I’m going to put my pyjamas on…’ Millie says, standing up and leaving the room.
Georgia frowns at me, and I shrug as if Millie’s behaviour is of no consequence to me. But I’m not surprised she wants to get away from everyone’s questions about this topic.
Millie never shared the story of losing her virginity with me. She shared a story, of course, but not the real one. By the sounds of it, she never shared the real version with Luke either. But all three of us – me, Millie and Luke – know the truth. And all three of us know what was said on that video is an absolute lie.



Chapter Ten
Millie – Now
We’re all around the fire in our pyjamas by ten p.m., and I can’t help but feel this isn’t at all the way a hen-do is supposed to be. But we’re not in our twenties anymore; we’re not the girls we once were, obsessed with downing shots and dancing on bars and finding strangers to go home with. No, now we’re all settled, more secure in ourselves, you might say. Though I’m not sure that’s quite true.
Jenny has made us all Baileys hot chocolates, a throwback to our favourite Christmas treat while we were at uni – a ‘treat’ we indulged in from November through to the end of January to get through the cold days when we were too tight (and broke) to turn on the heating.
Now, Georgia has put on a Spotify playlist she made especially for the occasion, and a medley of Blu Cantrell, David Guetta, and Rihanna is blaring from her Bluetooth speaker on the coffee table. Jenny leans forward and turns the volume down as if she has something to say but then sits back in her armchair in silence. We’ve lost the earlier feeling of joviality; Alex won’t have enjoyed hearing the story about Sam Parrish. It’ll annoy her endlessly that Luke knows something about me that she didn’t, and that pleases me. Even if it’s not true. But I had to lie. The truth is not a story I’ll ever share with Luke and definitely not one I’d want read out on camera at my hen-do like it’s some sort of game. At least I understand now why Luke asked me about it a few weeks ago. We were in the kitchen making fajitas, and he casually asked while handing me some chopped-up peppers.
‘Who did you lose your virginity to?’
‘What?’ I said, so shocked I dropped some of the peppers on the floor. Luke bent down to pick them up, giving me time to pull myself together. ‘Why are you asking me that?’
He smiled, his perfect teeth resting over his bottom lip. ‘It’s one of those things couples know about each other, isn’t it? I just realised I don’t know who your first was…’ He shrugged, and his cheeks went a bit pink like he was embarrassed about asking, and I wanted to think that this moment was cute, that he was somehow jealous of a past love, but all I could think about was what to tell him.
‘Sam Parrish,’ I said, the first safe name that came into my head.
Luke raised his eyebrows, then laughed a bit. ‘Sam Parrish. What a lucky lad.’ He took over stirring the peppers in with the chicken, his hand resting on my lower back reassuringly, and we didn’t talk about it again.
He must have known he had to record the video for Georgia. The confirmation that his question had no other agenda is reassuring, and I’m glad I remembered my lie. Georgia looked genuinely surprised that Luke’s answer about Sam Parrish was right, but at least his cute follow-up that he’d always wanted to lose his virginity to me distracted her enough not to pick holes in the story.
It’s pretty embarrassing that everyone – including Luke – believes that I’ve always been totally in love with him. Properly mortifying, actually. Who wants to be the sad girl who’s pined away for the same man for most of their life? I didn’t want to be that Millie when we met again a few months ago. I wanted him to see me like he never saw me at school: independent, confident, the sort of person he’d fall for. I tried to distance myself from that girl as much as I could, but Luke always drifted back to our shared history, although he’s rewritten it, in truth.
We lie in bed now, and he’ll talk about how he can’t believe he finally got the girl he couldn’t stop thinking about in high school. How he always dreamed of ending up with me. I never challenge him or remind him how he failed to make a single move on me back then. I prefer his version of our story, where we’re star-crossed lovers who’ve overcome great hurdles to be together. With him, I stopped being the thirty-one-year-old who’d never had a proper relationship because no one wanted to stick around, and became someone who would never settle because I was holding out for the real thing – holding out for him.
The more I became that person, the less I wanted to continue being the same old Millie. The girl with the same friends her whole life, who never changed, never grew up. I’ve never stood on my own two feet. Never been a person in my own right, and I wanted that; I wanted it so badly that when Luke nudged me in that direction, that’s who I became. And I’m happy now, despite everything that’s happened with Alex, I’m so happy.
‘I’m going to bed,’ Alex announces, her half-drunk hot chocolate pushed into the middle of the table in defeat.
‘What?’ Georgia whines. ‘No, Al. No! It’s barely ten p.m., you can’t go to bed, it’s your hen-do.’
‘I’m knackered too—’ Jenny starts to say but is cut off by Georgia’s glare. ‘But G’s right, come on, let’s put on a film or something.’
Alex sits back on the sofa and shrugs as if it barely matters to her either way. Georgia gets up and starts pulling out drawers in the cabinets, looking for DVDs.
‘Oh my god, yes!’ She cries as she pulls out Four Weddings and a Funeral and holds it up to us with glee. ‘We have to watch this. For old time’s sake.’
Even Alex smiles, and my heart tugs a little at the memories of the four of us curled up on a ‘Groovy Chick’ bedspread, watching this film endlessly on Friday nights after school, Georgia often sobbing at the end when Hugh Grant finally gets Andie MacDowell to settle down with him without the need for a wedding.
The opening credits begin on the screen, the picture scratchy in a way I’d forgotten they ever were. There’s something so much more romantic about putting on a DVD over streaming something on Netflix; it’s nostalgia, I suppose, but it makes the whole thing feel more like an event. Georgia gets out two huge bearskin-style blankets from a box by the sofa and drapes them over the four us, just like old times.
Thirty minutes into the film, the chilly atmosphere from before has all but vanished. I’m cuddled into Jenny’s shoulder, the blanket pulled up to my nose while the fireplace across the room kicks out a gentle heat.
As the second wedding gets underway, Georgia tops up our wine glasses. ‘Do you remember when we used to watch this after school, and Alex would be the vicar and pretend to marry Mills and Luke?’
‘Only Luke was usually played by a pillow—’ Alex cuts in.
‘Or a very big teddy bear,’ I add before I can stop myself. It’s the closest Alex and I have come to talking since we arrived. She meets my eye and smiles with her whole face for a second before awkwardly looking away.
‘Oh god,’ Jenny says. ‘I’m so glad I didn’t know you back then. You sound like total losers.’ She laughs and rolls her eyes.
‘We were,’ I say at the same moment Alex says we weren’t.
‘How many times have the three of you watched this movie?’ she asks.
‘God, it must be at least twenty,’ Alex says. ‘We were obsessed, we loved it. The three of us—’
‘Four,’ Georgia cuts in. ‘There were four of us.’
Alex leans forward and grabs her glass of wine from the table, knocking it back as if she needs something to stop herself from speaking. Georgia chews her lip like she already regrets letting the words out.
‘The four of us,’ I continue, my voice as calm and solid as I can make it, ‘would watch it every Friday night after school.’ Georgia nods, as if I’ve done the right thing correcting Alex’s mistake. Jenny smiles with sad, or drunk, eyes and looks back at the film, but it’s too late, the prickly atmosphere is back, the past swarming in, reminding us of things we’d rather leave behind in our teenage years.
The film plays on for another few minutes before Alex once again professes the need to get to bed. As Georgia again tries to convince her to stay up, headlights from outside light up the walls of the house.
‘What’s that?’ Jenny asks.
‘Probably just someone passing by—’ Alex says hopefully.
‘But there’s no other houses except this one,’ Jenny says as a chill runs down my spine.
We listen, faces turned towards the front door, as the sound of gravel being crunched underfoot grows louder followed by footsteps as the stranger reaches the front path. They stop after a few seconds, and a shadow falls across the hallway as Georgia lets out a nervous giggle.
I turn to Alex, about to ask her what the hell we should do, but then Georgia shouts, ‘Come in!’
Of course. I’d forgotten Georgia mentioned earlier that a mystery guest would be joining us. By the looks on the other’s faces, they had too. I relax for a second, but then I see the familiar outline of the newcomer’s figure in the doorway, and my breath catches in my throat.
‘Becca?’ Alex stutters, the name pulled deep from the depths of our collective memory.
But it’s not. It can’t be Becca.
Because Becca’s dead.



Chapter Eleven
Alex – Now
‘Oh my god,’ says Georgia, rushing forward to greet the woman standing in the doorway. ‘You made it!’
Millie glances over at me, then drops my gaze and follows Georgia.
‘Katie,’ she says, pulling the woman in for a hug.
Of course.
Katie. Not Becca, it could never be Becca. This is Becca’s little sister, Katie.
‘Surprise!’ Georgia squeals, holding her arms out towards Katie like a magician revealing her to Millie.
I watch Millie carefully as she backs off from hugging Katie. Have the two of them met before? It certainly appears so by how familiar their greeting seems. How can Millie stand it? Katie is the spitting image of Becca, or how I imagine Becca would have looked if she had been able to grow up. I excuse myself to go to the bathroom, unable to stand looking at a mirage of what could have been for a second longer.
It’s not that I forgot Becca had a little sister, it’s more that I forgot she continued to exist once Becca no longer did. Her parents pulled her out of school after everything that happened, and as she was a few years younger than us, our paths never crossed again. I can’t believe I didn’t consider her existence in Millie’s new life. She’s Luke’s little sister; of course she’d be around. Of course they’ll probably be the very best of friends. I’m so bloody stupid. No wonder Millie doesn’t need me anymore. Why would she? She has Becca reincarnate.
After a few minutes, there’s a quiet knock on the bathroom door.
‘Al, are you okay?’
It’s Jenny, come to check on me.
‘Fine,’ I shout back through the closed door. ‘Just too much prosecco. I’ll be out in a minute.’
I wait until I assume she’s gone back to the others and open the door, but Jenny’s sitting on the loveseat in the huge corridor and is smiling up at me expectantly.
‘You good?’
‘Yep,’ I say, faking a smile. ‘Not used to drinking like that anymore.’
‘Really? All Lainey and I have done recently is make up for the nine months of drinking she missed while carrying Theo!’
I try to laugh, but it sounds forced even to me.
‘Come on, Al. What’s up? You’ve been weird since we got here. Is something going on between you and Mills?’
‘No,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Course not. We’re fine. Why? Did she say something?’
‘No, but you just don’t seem like your usual self. You’re not mad we combined your hen-dos, are you?’
I roll my eyes. ‘No, Jen, I’m not that much of a bridezilla.’
‘Then what? What is it? Is it Katie?’
I shake my head and tell her again that it’s nothing. Jenny knows the basics about Becca. She knows we had a friend who died. She’s also aware that she took the fourth place in what has always been a foursome, replacing a dead girl. She knows we don’t like to talk about it; like much of our friendship, that part of our lives is something we gloss over. We tell stories that involve Becca and cut out her name; we talk about the four of us in the past as if it’s the same four of us in the present. It’s easier that way.
‘I don’t even know Katie,’ I finally say. ‘I’ve got no issue with Katie.’
‘Well, she’s about to be Millie’s sister-in-law, so you might want to tell your face that,’ she scolds but with a smile that I try to replicate. ‘Come on, you nutcase. Let’s go be sociable.’

Back in the living room, I pause for a second to observe the scene like an outsider might. WIFE-TO-BE banners line the high-ceilinged room, which is decorated with pink and white balloons, some filled with confetti. The fire roars away under the mantelpiece, bringing much-needed warmth against the cold black windows separating us from the howling wind of the moors outside. In the middle of the room, the other women gather around Katie. I watch Millie, both fascinated and furious to see that she has a whole other life going on that doesn’t involve me at all. I wonder how she reacted the first time she met Katie, if she felt just a little bit sick like I do now, looking at a face that could be that of our old friend. Or did Millie simply see her new sister-to-be’s face without any of the painful memories? If she has managed that, if she’s managed to move past our shared history, then I should be happy for her. That’s what I’ve always wanted, when it comes down to it: for Millie to be happy and protected.
So why does watching her and Katie laugh together now like nothing’s happened at all make me feel so untethered?
‘Al,’ Georgia beckons, waving me over to join them. I swallow my nerves and wash them down with a swill of warm prosecco that’s been left in a discarded glass on the side by one of us. ‘You remember Katie.’
Katie looks up at me; she has to because, like Becca, she’s at least six inches shorter than me, and it makes me feel good in that moment to be towering above her like I used to with Becca. Not that I ever felt taller than Becca – in the physical sense, sure, but Becca had a way of being the biggest person in the room – whatever the room. She was the only person who’s ever had the ability to make me feel two feet tall.
The longer I look at Katie, the more I see their distinctions. She should be as pretty as Becca was, their faces are so similar, but there’s somehow a blandness to her features where Becca’s were cut like glass. Where Becca smirked, Katie smiles.
‘Hi,’ she says, her voice meek – another mismatch with the person I have in my head. Becca was never meek. Never small, never anything but Becca.
‘Can you believe they’re going to be sisters?’ Georgia squeals, yanking Millie closer to her and linking Katie’s arm.
‘Well, yes, that’s generally what happens when you marry someone’s brother,’ I say cuttingly, because I can’t help myself.
Katie laughs, quietly under her breath, turning my words from venomous to mildly amusing, but I still hate her for it.
‘Are you going to be a bridesmaid, Katie?’ Georgia asks, unperturbed, and yet my whole body grows hot at the mention of this. Surely Millie wouldn’t do that to me?
‘We’re not really doing all of that,’ Millie says too quickly as Katie’s mouth opens, then closes, the two of them exchanging a look that’s so quick everyone else will have missed it, but I didn’t. They’ve already talked about this, about me.
‘What?’ Georgia squeals. The squealing really is getting annoying; it’s not a new habit of Georgia’s but one that has never sounded quite so much like nails down a chalkboard as it does tonight. ‘What do you mean you’re not doing “all of that”? All of what?’
‘You know,’ Millie says, waving her hand. ‘All the traditional stuff, the big things. Bridesmaids, the big dress, cake cutting…’
Even Jenny frowns at this announcement, her brow furrowed as she studies Millie.
Millie, who has talked about having a big white wedding since she was twelve years old. The woman who would send Jenny relentless Pinterest ideas for her wedding to Lainey two years ago – despite Jenny’s total lack of interest in choreographed first dances or handmade guest books. I can’t believe for a second that that Millie has no interest in a big white wedding.
‘You’re joking?’ Georgia says, her mouth open aghast, unable to hide the disappointment in her eyes. ‘But what about—’
‘I think it’s great,’ Jenny cuts in. ‘Do whatever you want to do! Everyone gets so caught up with wedding nonsense, and before you know it, you’re spending your evenings arguing about the shade of lilac for the chair covers you didn’t know you needed that are costing you three hundred quid.’
Millie smiles, a sad, grateful pulling up of her lips. The thing is, that wouldn’t be nonsense to Millie; all of us know that. Katie keeps her lips clenched tightly together as we study Millie; this must be Luke’s doing. He must have decided he wants a small, quick wedding, and Millie, being Millie, has just fallen in line.
Still, at least it spares me the public embarrassment of not standing by Millie’s side as she takes her vows, Katie grinning in what should be my place.
‘What about you, Alex?’ Katie says, breaking the staring contest, her voice sweet and soft, unsure of herself. ‘What sort of wedding are you having?’
‘Oh, you know,’ I say, thinking of the big, white, dramatic wedding I had planned like it’s something from another lifetime entirely. ‘The usual. Lilac-chair covers-nonsense galore.’
‘Well, yeah,’ Jenny says, nudging me with her elbow. ‘Because you and Dan probably had the exact Hex code already picked out and programmed into an Excel sheet years ago with the costs predicted, including their potential rise with inflation.’
Everyone laughs, even Millie, and I try to join in.
Jenny’s observation is partly true. Dan and I did have a joint Google Sheet for our wedding separated by tabs: guest list, budget, running schedule, ideas. We’d review it every Sunday morning with a cup of coffee, Radio Two playing in the background and Otis, our Labrador, at our feet. I loved those mornings. I get that for some – okay, most – people, spreadsheets are neither exciting nor romantic, but for me, it was everything I’d dreamed of. On those mornings, we were a team, building something special together – something magical – just the two of us, working side by side, planning for our future. I never got fed up of planning, like Jenny, never hated the endless calls from suppliers cancelling or upping their prices because that meant another session together around the kitchen table with Dan plotting a solution. Sometimes, when he was trying to figure out how we’d find the money for some added extra or other, I’d watch him as his brain ripped through the pitfalls of each option. He’d stick the tip of his tongue out a little sometimes, and I’d try to hold in my laughter for long enough to enjoy the sight of it: my big, strong, manly partner who spent an hour every night in the gym, sitting like a little school kid figuring out a maths problem.
I try not to think about how long it’s been since we’ve sat like that, how out of date the wedding spreadsheet is now, the numbers all totally irrelevant.
‘Oh my god, you actually have got a spreadsheet, haven’t you?’ Georgia jibes. I’ve taken too long to respond to Jenny’s light teasing, and now Georgia sees her chance to up the game. ‘Do you schedule in regular sex slots too?’ She throws her head back, laughing at her own joke, and the others join in, too, even Katie, though she blushes as she does.
‘No. We have a far more reliable way to make sure we’re fucking regularly,’ I say without missing a beat. ‘We do it every time you go on a Tinder date.’
That wipes the smile off Georgia’s face while Jenny howls with laughter, and Millie tuts at me before shaking her head and walking into the kitchen, unable to stop herself from scolding me even now.
‘You’re a real dick,’ Georgia says. ‘But I’m glad that I’m helping you keep things alive in the bedroom. I got the impression last time I saw Dan that he was moving into his ‘dad bod’ phase.’
She says it lightheartedly, returning my quip like she always does, but her words make me want to slap that smug smile off her perfectly made-up face. Sensing the rising tensions, Jenny the peacemaker steps in.
‘That’s what happens when you’re truly in love,’ she says, cupping her own now-less-than-perfectly-flat stomach with glee. ‘I’m sure Dan will rock that podgy tum.’
‘Millie said you’ve recently had a baby?’ Katie asks Jenny politely and Jenny laughs again.
‘I have! But I can’t blame that for this body.’ She smiles, and Katie looks confused for a moment, before Jenny adds, ‘My wife carried Theo, our little boy, I just sympathy ate along with her.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’ Katie says, red-faced, but Jenny waves her apologies away as Millie walks back into the room and takes a seat on the sofa next to her. ‘I just thought – well, Millie said that you had a little boy, and I assumed… I’m sorry—’
‘Honestly, my sweet, you haven’t offended me in the slightest, please don’t worry,’ Jenny tells her, and I can tell that she’s being honest.
But her sweetness does nothing to dampen my anger at Georgia. She has no right to comment on Dan’s body, but it’s not just that; it’s the fucking stupid phrase ‘dad bod’ that was once regularly used in our house. When I used to force Dan off the sofa for a Saturday morning run, he would joke that he couldn’t wait to have babies so he could slide into this phase of life. Those jokes are now long dead, and I hate Georgia for reminding me of that.
‘So, what else did Millie tell you about us?’ Georgia asks, and I’m glad of the distraction while also dreading the answer.
It’s odd having a fifth person with us – someone to view us from the outside looking in – and you can tell we’re all eager to hear Katie’s answer. All except Millie, of course, who is looking down at her hands in her lap.
‘Oh,’ Katie says, surprised at the question. ‘You know, just the usual. She said that you all met Jenny at uni… um… that Alex, you’re also getting married and Georgia…’ Katie stops and appears to wrack her brains for anything significant about Georgia as her face sours. ‘Oh, you’re a travel agent, right?’ Katie smiles, relieved to have remembered this fact, but I have to stifle a snigger as I know the reaction she’ll get from G.
‘I’m a high-end luxury travel specialist,’ she says tightly. ‘I don’t sit in a high street office booking retiree’s trips to the Costa Del Sol for minimum wage.’
‘Right, yes, Millie said it was pretty posh—’
‘She books for Holly Willoughby, don’t you, G?’ Jenny says, pride on her face as she nudges Georgia, who nods.
‘Oh, wow!’ Katie says. ‘That must be really… interesting.’
‘What do you do?’ I ask Katie, desperate to move on from stroking Georgia’s fragile ego.
‘I’m a nurse,’ Katie says, and I think, of course you are. She has that kind, altruistic air about her, which makes Georgia’s subtle digs about earnings feel pretty crass, and Georgia knows it.
‘That’s amazing!’ G says, charm offensive fully back on. ‘What a rewarding job.’
Katie smiles. ‘It was what Becca always wanted to do, so I thought, you know…’
We nod and smile awkwardly, thrown by the ease with which Katie has spoken the unspeakable.
‘That’s lovely,’ Jenny says. ‘I bet she’d be really proud.’ And we all murmur our agreement, though I can’t say I ever remember Becca wanting to be a nurse or showing much interest in what Katie did with her life.
‘Right,’ I say. ‘I really am going to bed now. See you all in the morning.’ And before anyone can talk me out of it – again – I stride out of the living room and straight up the stairs, my heart thudding in my ears so loudly it drowns out any awkward conversation left in my wake.



Chapter Twelve
Then
‘Do you think we’ll always be friends?’ Georgia asks Millie under the covers before they’re wrenched back, exposing the two girls curled around each other to the harsh overhead light.
‘Jesus, you two in love or something? Get up!’ Becca rolls her eyes as she laughs at them, both girls’ cheeks colouring. Alex pulls Millie up by the arm and glares at her. She’s warned her to stop acting like such a baby; just because Georgia likes to put on that stupid little girl voice and pretend she’s still in primary school, it doesn’t mean the rest of them should.
‘We’re about to go into year eight,’ she hisses at Millie. ‘Why are you still acting like this?’ Millie shrugs her off and links arms with Becca instead.
‘Will you do my make-up?’ she asks Becca, fluttering her barely-there eyelashes.
‘Sure,’ Becca says, gesturing for Millie to sit at her vanity desk. ‘But only if you promise you won’t immediately go downstairs when it’s done and hunt for Luke.’
Millie shakes her head furiously. ‘That’s not why I want it doing.’
Becca rolls her eyes but starts lining up different pots of cosmetics ready for Millie’s makeover. ‘I honestly don’t get why you fancy him—’
‘I don’t fancy him!’ Millie squeals, but the colour of her cheeks says otherwise.
‘He’s disgusting,’ Becca snaps.
‘To be fair,’ Alex says from her position lying on Becca’s bed, flicking through the latest Mizz magazine. ‘You would say that, he’s your brother.’
Becca rolls her eyes again, an expression she seems to have discovered over the summer and perfected to a tee, ready for the new school year. ‘But even if he wasn’t my brother, he’d still be a loser.’
The other three girls catch each other’s eyes and try not to giggle. None of them will admit the reason they spend so much time at Becca’s house instead of their own is largely down to Luke. It’s hardly like Becca has the best house, that’s definitely Georgia (although they avoid her place because of her brother, who Alex has labelled a ‘perv’ – not that they’d ever tell Georgia that), or the best parents, because that’s definitely Alex. In fact, Becca’s parents aren’t very nice at all. The only reason they’re all able to be sprawled out in her bedroom like this tonight with her make-up on full show is because her parents are at a church event. Usually, they have to keep the door wide open so Mrs Matthews can keep an eye on them and Mr Matthews doesn’t have to worry about what they’re getting up to behind closed doors.
Luke is by far the Matthews’ house’s biggest draw.
‘Where is he tonight anyway?’ Millie asks, eyes down as she rummages through Becca’s make-up bag as if her question isn’t all that important. Becca grabs the bag and slams it on the desk.
‘Out with his mates,’ she snaps. ‘Is that why you wanted to come over?’
‘No,’ Millie says, shaking her head furiously.
‘Because if it is, then you can—’
Millie looks like she’s about to cry, and Alex literally can’t think of anything worse than seeing her best friend in tears, so she cuts in.
‘Nah,’ she says, sliding over to sit by Millie at the make-up desk. ‘She isn’t using you for your brother. She’s using you for your free make-up.’ Alex smiles up at Becca in the mirror, with a butter-wouldn’t-melt expression that forces the frown line from Becca’s brow and replaces it with yet another eye roll.
‘You guys are so dumb,’ Becca says, but she picks the compact back up and dusts blusher over Millie’s cheeks, everything forgiven.
‘Think we’ve got a stalker,’ Alex tells Becca, nodding towards the bedroom door.
‘Oh my god, Katie, get lost!’ Becca says, throwing a magazine at the small frame of her little sister, who dodges it at the last minute.
Alex jumps off the bed and grabs Katie by the wrist, dragging her into the bedroom. ‘Come on, don’t be a bitch, Becca. We love your little shadow. Don’t we?’ Alex jokes to the other girls as Katie stares up at her adoringly.
‘She is pretty cute,’ Georgia says.
Becca rolls her eyes. ‘She’s a little spy, aren’t you? If you tell mum that we’re doing make-up in here—’
‘I won’t!’ Katie squeals, shaking her head manically. ‘Promise!’
Alex hugs her. ‘Little shadow would never tell on us. Would you?’
‘Alright enough now, piss off, Katie,’ Becca says again, and Katie looks up at Alex expecting her to defend her, but Alex shrugs and throws herself back down on the bed, uninterested. Katie slopes out of the room as if she was never there.
‘I don’t want to go back to school,’ Georgia says, sighing so heavily you’d think ‘school’ was equivalent to going down the mines. ‘It’s so boring,’ she adds with a dramatic eye roll that she’s copied from Becca. She hasn’t quite pulled it off, and the others definitely notice.
‘I dunno,’ Becca says with a wicked smile. ‘I’ve heard there’s a fit teacher starting.’
‘Ew!’ Georgia squeals. ‘A teacher! That’s gross.’
Becca shrugs. ‘One of the year tens was talking about it on MSN last night. Apparently, he’s young. Not like an old, gross teacher. Young and fit.’
Millie looks over at Alex for reassurance before speaking. Alex shrugs. ‘I’d rather a teacher than any of the boys in our year,’ Alex says, though she’s not sure she would, but it seems like the sort of thing Becca wants to hear.
‘Me too,’ Millie says.
‘Oh yeah,’ Georgia adds. ‘Me too.’
The four of them giggle – the idea of boys is still something that’s funny, something they read about in magazines rather than experience in real life.
‘Rebecca!’
The four of them freeze as Becca’s mother’s voice shrieks up the stairs.
‘Shit, hide all of this,’ Becca says, grabbing the make-up and shoving it into Millie’s hands – as her mother gets closer.
‘Hi, Mum,’ Becca says as she appears in the doorway.
Not that they’d ever say it to her, but between the two of them, Alex and Millie have shared their total confusion that Becca can be related to her mum. The two look nothing alike – though Millie did once kindly offer that maybe her mum was prettier when she was younger. Alex can’t imagine it – the woman has a face like a disappointed horse, her limp mousy hair hangs either side of her droopy cheeks, the cross that’s always around her neck the only thing that glints in the light. She isn’t anything like Alex or Georgia’s mums; no one can imagine Becca curling up with her mum to watch Desperate Housewives after school. Even Millie, who longs for a mother of her own, can’t bring herself to be jealous of Becca’s mum.
‘Hi, Mrs Matthews,’ Alex says, but the woman ignores her.
‘Rebecca, it’s time for your friends to go home. Now.’ Mrs Matthews keeps her eyes locked on Becca, whose earlier bravado is long gone.
The girls stand up and start to shuffle out of the room, but as they do, Millie drops the piles of make-up Becca had shoved at her to hide in her backpack. The compacts, lipstick and mascara drop to the floor like contraband.
‘What is this?’ Mrs Matthews bends down to pick up each item with a look of disgust. ‘Why have you brought this into my house?’ she says to Millie, who opens her mouth but says nothing as her cheeks burn. ‘Are you trying to turn my daughter into a tart?’
‘I’m sorry, I—’ Millie’s voice trembles.
‘I’ll have to call your mother about this,’ Mrs Matthews says before correcting herself with a sneer. ‘No, it’s not your mother, is it? Your guardian.’ She says the word like it’s something she’s found on the floor.
Millie’s bottom lip trembles. Alex knows she is terrified of ever getting in trouble with her foster carers.
‘It’s not hers, Mrs Matthews,’ Alex says, stepping forward. ‘It’s mine. I wanted to do makeovers, but no one else wanted to…’ Alex holds Mrs Matthews’ gaze, and for once, she’s glad that she’s the tallest in her class because she can stand eye to eye with this horrible woman in a way that Millie and Becca never can.
Mrs Matthews dismisses them again, and the three girls trudge out of the house with their heads hung. As they stand outside the house, Alex looks up at Becca at her bedroom window. Becca mouths, ‘I’m sorry,’ and Alex just shrugs.
‘Thank you,’ Millie says to Alex on the walk back down Becca’s road.
Millie links Alex’s arm, and Alex gives her a small smile. She knows Millie isn’t like the rest of them; she can’t afford to get in trouble, so Alex makes it her business to cover for her friend no matter what. When Millie first told Alex some of the things she’d been through at her previous foster home, Alex had cried, which wasn’t like her at all. Millie had shrugged it off, like it was no big deal, but her hands shook when she told the stories, and Alex could tell she was terrified at the idea of ever losing her current placement and being put back somewhere like that again. Alex promised her that she’d never, ever let that happen. Millie was safe here, in Bristol, with her friends, and Alex would spend every single day making sure nothing would ever threaten that again.
‘Like I said, Mills, I’ll always have your back,’ she tells her now. ‘I promise.’



SATURDAY



Chapter Thirteen
Georgia – Now
I’ve been awake since seven a.m, my body seemingly incapable of shrugging off its normal weekend routine, and I’m still lying in bed staring at the ceiling high above me. The other girls are likely still sound asleep, I’ve certainly not heard any noise from the house, and I definitely would, given its age. It’s the type that creaks and strains with every footstep as if your very presence is upsetting the aged bricks. They have done a fabulous job of renovating it, but no amount of sleek re-plastered walls and extravagant glasswork can hide the maturity of the property – the secrets that must hide in the crevices of the walls, deep beneath the Farrow & Ball paint.
Last night didn’t exactly go to plan. I need to get things back on track.
I’m glad Katie came, but I wish she hadn’t arrived quite so late. I did say that she should aim for no later than eight p.m.! I don’t think it helped her rocking up once we were all ready for bed; the surprise was kind of lost and that’s a shame. I’d been so looking forward to it. But still, there is plenty left to come this weekend, and I need to focus on that and NOT let Alex rattle me with any more of her little jagged barbs. When she made that joke about my Tinder dates last night, it took every last drop of self-control not to wipe the smug smile off her coupled-up face by telling her there would be absolutely no need for Tinder dates for me anymore, but perhaps she might want to think about downloading the app herself. But it wasn’t the right time; I want to share my happy news when I choose to, as a celebration, not to prove something to Alex. Not everything has to be about Alex.
This weekend, of course, is all about Alex. And Millie.
Poor Millie, you can tell she’s dying to indulge herself with all this bride talk, but Alex has barely acknowledged there will be a wedding at all. Still, Katie is here now to perform the role of Millie’s new best friend and provide a willing ear. It’s going to be interesting to watch Alex’s reaction when she realises how easily she has been replaced.
With that in mind, I swing my legs out of bed and gently pad across the oak floor into the en-suite. My toes curl when they feel the underfloor heating, and I let out a sigh. The girls are so lucky I got us this place; I’m not sure they appreciate it. I’m always the one organising our get-togethers, and everyone says I do it because I love it, which is true – sometimes – but I also do it because otherwise we’d barely see each other! Look at what has happened over the last few months while my attention has been elsewhere. Without me constantly organising and planning and pushing, the four of us haven’t seen each other at all. They’re lucky I still bother – Jenny excluded because who can blame her for wanting to be away from all the drama and get on with her own life with her gorgeous chubby baby? I’d do the same.
As I start my skincare routine, I smile at myself in the mirror; maybe I will be doing the same sometime very soon. I can rise above all the nonsense, stay happily at home with – dare I hope? – my own baby to care for. I let out a little laugh, but the idea is not so ridiculous. For years, I’ve thought that kind of future was out of my reach, but then he came into my life and a world of opportunity opened up. It was ours for the taking.
Well, almost ours.
After this weekend, we’ll be free to do whatever we want.
Free to move forward, just the two of us – which is the least we deserve after everything we’ve been put through.

Downstairs, I set the table ready for breakfast, laying out freshly squeezed orange juice (squeezed by WholeFoods, not by me, I’m not totally insane), croissants, yoghurt, fruit, granola and honey. I snap a picture of the flatlay, but resist posting it to Instagram – after all, I was the one who banned everyone from having their phones.
‘Morning!’ Jenny calls from behind me, and I hurry to hide my phone in my dressing gown pocket. ‘Oh my god, G, this looks amazing!’ She sits down and immediately rips open a croissant, spreading flaky crumbs all across my perfect set-up, and I swallow a tut. ‘God, I am so hungry. How you feeling today?’
‘Fine,’ I say, taking a sip of my cucumber water.
‘You look bloody amazing,’ she says, eyeing me curiously. ‘How do you manage that after downing prosecco all night?’
I smile and turn my back to fill the jug of water at the sink before placing it in the centre of the table. I want to tell Jenny that if she put down the croissant and filled up with cucumber water like me, then she could look ‘bloody amazing’ too (though, of course, it helps that I wasn’t actually drinking at all last night). But I love Jenny; I really do. Both of us are the spare parts, the less desirable, less interesting, less everything ones than Millie and Alex. We always have been. They’ve always taken centre stage, with Jenny and me playing the forgettable supporting cast. I study Jenny now, in her baggy, discoloured white T-shirt and tartan pyjama bottoms, the waistband cutting into her a touch too much, yet she reaches for another croissant and washes it down with sugar-loaded orange juice like she doesn’t care at all.
‘What?’ she says, wiping her mouth.
I smile. ‘Nothing. Just thinking that you look happy.’
She laughs. ‘I am. Honestly, G, I know everyone says it, and it’s the most bloody annoying thing in the world, but I’ve never felt like this before; since Theo came along, everything is like…’ She stops and shakes her head as if she doesn’t even have the words, and I wish I could tell her that I do, that I understand what love feels like, that someone has come into my life and changed everything too. But I don’t, because it’s not the right time, so I say nothing, and Jenny mistakes my silence for something else entirely. ‘God, sorry, G. I’ve become one of those smug married idiots who think the only way to know love is to have a baby. Eurgh.’ She puts her croissant down and mimes being sick. ‘I’m a twat. Ignore me. How is everything with you?’
‘Good!’ I say, but it comes out too high-pitched, like I’m not good at all.
‘Work going okay?’
‘Mmhmm,’ I say, nodding and giving in and reaching for a croissant, which I promptly shove in my mouth to avoid having to say anything more.
‘Morning,’ a voice calls from the doorway, and we turn to watch Katie breeze into the living room. She’s dressed in a plain white cami top with a teal green hummingbird in the bottom left corner, with matching teal cotton joggers that hang off her hips. She looks like the women I see on Instagram, her complexion dewy and rested, her eyes clear, and her hair falling around her shoulders in soft waves that seem improbably perfect for ‘morning hair’. Yet I don’t doubt this is exactly how Katie has woken up. She’s not the sort to secretly apply make-up and curl her hair, then claim it’s natural. She’s nothing like Becca was – she seems completely unaware of her beauty, and not in that ‘beautiful woman who is baffled by her beauty’ way but in a more odd, not quite right fashion. Her unawareness makes her less attractive, not more. Katie is a puzzle. But not one I plan to unpick this weekend; I have enough of that to do already.
‘Morning,’ Jenny replies, without any hint of jealousy over Katie’s perfect body.
I say hello and go to the coffee machine so I can turn away from them both for a moment and press my stomach into the kitchen cabinet. I have lost a not-inconsiderable amount of weight in the last two months, but women like Katie still have the ability to completely derail me. Being part of a couple should make me feel less insecure – not more – but I have found that I’m constantly comparing myself to the other women I see now, thinking how easily he could choose them instead of me. It’s one of the reasons I so quickly agreed to go to the gym with him; not only did it give us an excuse to spend time together in public, but it helped turn me into the sort of woman I knew he wanted. Would he want Katie?
I turn back to the table and watch her fill her bowl with yoghurt and a generous helping of granola before drizzling it all with honey, and, in that moment, I just know that Katie never has to worry about her weight; I bet she has no idea how much extra sugar she’s just added to her yoghurt, or how many calories granola contains. Or perhaps she knows and doesn’t care. I can’t work out which one is worse as I feel the croissant I shoved down my throat start to regurgitate. Why am I like this? I didn’t even let myself enjoy it, and now I’ve wasted my only opportunity to eat for the morning.
I’m so busy berating myself that I don’t even notice Millie and Alex have also made their arrival into the room. Together? I watch them, trying to work out if, while we’ve been down here gorging ourselves, they’ve made some sort of peace treaty.
‘Oh, sorry, did you want…’ Millie asks, hovering awkwardly over the butter that Alex was reaching for.
‘No, it’s fine, you go,’ Alex replies, not meeting her eye.
So, no. Nothing has changed; the two best friends are still acting like polite but distant relatives. Millie’s hair is bundled on top of her head, with one long piece failing to be captured that falls down the back of her avocado print pyjamas. Alex, on the other hand, has her hair pulled back in a tight high ponytail and, unlike the rest of us, is already dressed for the day, even if Alex’s version of dressed is dark blue running leggings and a Nike tank top. Like Katie, she piles her plate high, but I know she won’t eat it.
‘You not eating?’ she asks me, her eyes sliding over my newly toned body like a question mark.
‘I’ve eaten already,’ I say.
She rolls her eyes. ‘So, what mad diet are you on this time?’
Katie looks at her in horror while Jenny tuts and Millie keeps her eyes on her plate, pretending she can’t hear any of us.
‘I’m not on a diet, I—’
Alex talks over me, addressing Katie. ‘G is always on some sort of diet. Once she did the “bean diet” where she was allowed to eat anything she wanted… As long as it was made of beans.’ Jenny laughs, then looks at me and says sorry. ‘Or the tuna diet!’ Alex squeals, listing my humiliations one by one. ‘That one stunk. Though not as bad as the beans, in fairness.’ Jenny lets out a hoot, and even Millie can’t hold in her sniggers.
‘I was nineteen, and you’re a dick.’ I smile as I say it, but god, would I do anything to smack the smile off Alex’s face right now. ‘We can’t all have the insane metabolism that you do, Al.’
She bites off an enormous chunk of croissant and grins.
I sip my cucumber water and remind myself yet again that by the end of this weekend, Alex won’t be laughing any more.



Chapter Fourteen
Millie – Now
Both Alex and Georgia are on one this morning, and I don’t have the patience for it. Sometimes I wonder why any of us are even friends anymore, but perhaps, in truth, we really aren’t. We’re just people with a lot of shared memories who are too lazy or stupid to go out and find real friends. What must Katie think of us all?
Luke re-introduced me to Katie only a few weeks after our first date. We’d been pretty inseparable since the bowling incident, but it was this that cemented our relationship. You don’t meet the family if you’re not serious, do you? I knew I had to make sure Katie liked me; Luke clearly adored her, though I could tell the two of them had never quite figured out their relationship as a twosome – but he was fiercely protective when he spoke of her. Would they have been closer if Becca hadn’t died? Becca and Luke never got on back then, but then no one really gets on with their brother when they’re teenagers. Especially not when their brother is universally adored and lusted after by all their friends. Perhaps Luke is so protective of Katie because he never got the chance to protect Becca. Either way, I knew Katie was important to him and so would be important to me.
I was sickeningly nervous about meeting her as an adult, even though she liked me when we were kids. A lot had changed since then. Luke and I had barely left each other’s sides in the few short weeks we’d been together, and part of me was terrified that letting the real world in would break the spell – for him, not me. I’d been under the same spell for almost twenty years. When I first saw her, it was something of a gut punch. I couldn’t help but see Becca walking towards me, her accusing eyes bringing back the old feelings of guilt. But as Katie got closer, her face lit up with an innocent smile that could never be mistaken for Becca’s, and I forced myself to ignore her ghost. The more we talked, the easier it became to separate them. Katie is a lovely girl but a little strange; in another world, we’d never be friends, but as Luke’s sister, she now has a special place in my life, and that night, I was so happy that things were slotting into place.
The only thing clouding matters was the thought of Alex. We’d not spoken properly since I’d moved out a few weeks before. After Luke and I had our first date, I knew I needed to break away from her if I was ever to have a future with him. And if I’m honest, living on my own didn’t seem so scary when I imagined him moving in with me one day. At the time, Alex was so preoccupied with some silly fight with Dan that she barely tried to get me to stay, but in the weeks since I’d gone, she’d gradually become more annoyed at my new-found freedom. Eventually, she asked me straight out if the reason I was always ‘too busy’ to see her was that I was in a relationship, and I lied.
Perhaps if I’d been honest, then our stupid, big, nasty fight would never have happened, and we wouldn’t be here six weeks later with me engaged and her acting like a stranger. But deep down, I know things would never have worked out like that. Alex would never have accepted me marrying Luke, no matter how or when I told her.
‘Remind me what’s on the agenda today?’ she asks now, and Jenny smiles while brushing some croissant crumbs from her baggy top.
‘This morning, my darlings, we are going on a hike!’
I groan, and Jenny laughs.
‘Yes, sorry about that, Mills. But we are on the moors, and even I have to agree it would be criminal not to get out there and enjoy some fresh Devonian air. Plus, Al is already dressed for it.’
Alex flashes her a smile, and I roll my eyes. Our holidays always include some sort of outdoor activity like this, with Alex and Georgia competing to see who can go the furthest, the fastest, while Jenny and I hang at the back like naughty school kids trying to avoid the cross-country race.
‘I might just stay here,’ I say. ‘Sit by the fire and read—’
‘Oh, that sounds nice,’ Katie says. ‘I might stay too—’
‘Absolutely not!’ Georgia snaps. ‘Katie, you know that we have arranged this whole weekend like a military operation, and it all works as long as everyone takes part. So go upstairs and get changed and be ready to leave in fifteen. No arguments.’
Katie eyes me across the table, a small smile creeping onto her face, shrugging as if she’s understood already there is no point in fighting.

Fifteen minutes later, as requested, we’re all back in the kitchen, dressed and ready for our walk. All except Georgia.
‘Georgia!’ Alex shouts up the stairs. ‘Get your ass down here!’
Jenny laughs, and Katie looks at me slightly nervously. She seems a little bit afraid of Alex.
Moments later, Georgia appears looking absolutely gorgeous.
‘Alright, sexy!’ Jenny shouts, then wolf whistles.
Georgia gives a little twirl, and I can see Alex is annoyed at being upstaged like this. Alex was right this morning, even though she was saying it to be cruel – Georgia is always on some kind of diet. But I must admit her efforts don’t usually have quite this level of success. She must be taking this one seriously; her arms are golden (I suspect from sunbeds) and toned like someone who spends hours in the gym. She’s wearing a matching Lulu Lemon set with a white zip-up hoodie that she’s left loose, showing off her insanely flat stomach. I pull in my own stomach and remind myself that Luke is marrying me; Luke loves me, even if I am a little bit pudgy. That’s all that matters.
‘Come on then,’ Alex says. ‘Time to burn off that croissant you swiped this morning, G.’ She pats Georgia’s stomach and then turns to walk out of the house, leaving Georgia glaring daggers at her back.



Chapter Fifteen
Katie – Now
It’s hard not to be intimidated by Alex. She’s the type of person who just seems to know what she’s doing all the time. We have nurses like that at work; Alex reminds me of the newest Ward Sister now I come to think of it. She doesn’t like me all that much, keeps telling me off for dawdling or spending too much time with patients – as if the patients aren’t the only thing that matters. Alex is only five years older than me, but she’s what I can’t help but refer to in my head as a ‘proper adult’. I’m not. I live alone on the outskirts of Bristol, my salary too low to get me any closer to the city centre, and my inhibitions too high to get me to enter a house share to split the bills. I suppose most of the time, I feel like I’m not really living at all, but then I see Luke and now Millie and I think perhaps my life does have some semblance of normality. Look at me now, on a hen-do. When I go back to work on Tuesday, I’ll finally have an answer to the dreaded question I get every week: ‘What did you do on your rest days?’ and I can say I went on a hen-do. Like normal people do.
We’re on the moors now behind the house, and I’ve managed to walk beside Alex. Despite the relatively early hour, it’s pretty gloomy out here. There’s something spooky about the moors in a way I can’t quite place; there should be nothing to be frightened of here because there’s nothing here at all. Yet there’s something alarming about the vast expanse of space; if we screamed right now, no one would hear a thing.
I try to stay in step with Alex, but it’s hard; she’s clearly a lot fitter than me, and the path we’re following is uneven – I keep tripping on the rocks that Alex seems to naturally step around. I’m the kind of skinny that comes from not being bothered to make yourself a decent meal after a twelve-hour shift on your feet, so you just grab a cuppa soup. Alex is the kind of skinny that’s also strong. I bet her fiancé makes her steamed salmon and broccoli when they get home from the gym together. I bet they eat at the kitchen table, never off their laps. I always looked up to Alex at school; she was the only one of Becca’s friends who ever seemed to be on the same level as my sister, and she was the only person I ever saw stand up to my mum. Millie was nice, but she was more like me. Someone tagging along, not someone taking the lead. Georgia is the one who has changed the most; I’m not sure I’d have recognised her tanned skin and lightened hair if I saw her in the street.
These girls knew Becca better than anyone; they were more like sisters to her than she ever allowed me to be. And now I have the chance to be in their inner circle, in a way I was always so desperate to be when I was younger. Maybe they’ll help me understand the things about Becca’s life, and death, that I’ve never been able to, the things my parents have refused to engage with – the things even Luke has avoided discussing with me. This weekend is my chance to understand it all, starting with Alex.
‘So,’ I say to Alex now, my breath catching in my throat as she starts to walk even faster. ‘Millie says you’re a sports therapist.’ I throw out the only fact Millie has shared with me about Alex in the hope it’ll open up some sort of conversation.
‘Did she?’ Alex says, as if Millie telling me this banal fact about her is of great interest.
‘Yes,’ I say. ‘So I guess you have to be pretty fit for work.’
‘Not really. You’d be amazed how many fat sports therapists there are.’
I laugh, though she’s said it so deadpan I can’t tell if she’s joking. I hear the other women behind us laughing as we scale the grassy hill; meanwhile, my lungs are on fire as I desperately try to keep up with Alex.
‘Did you always know you wanted to go into… sports?’ I ask.
‘Yep.’
I’m not the most natural conversationalist, but even I see this is harder work than it should be.
‘I’m a nurse,’ I offer. ‘You’d think I’d be fit from spending hours on my feet every day, rushing around from patient to patient, but I have to admit that this is actually killing me.’
She slows then, as if realising we’re racing and gives me a quick glance. ‘You should walk with Millie then, she’s the slowest,’ she says, not unkindly.
‘I’m okay, it’s good for me. Nice to be outside, you know?’ We stop then and look at our surroundings. We’ve made it to the top of the hill, and the view is pretty incredible despite the clouds; all around us is a sea of dark green – not another person in sight.
‘Reminds me of a Duke of Edinburgh expedition,’ I say, though it doesn’t because I was never allowed to do those, but I’m desperate to get our conversation back onto familiar ground. ‘Do you remember when you four had to do it? Becca was absolutely furious you’d all have to go out in the rain, and she’d get her hair all wet.’
I expect Alex to laugh at the shared memory, but she only turns to me and smiles tightly. The others begin to catch us up, so I start walking again, hoping to keep Alex alone. ‘She was so cross when she broke her ankle and couldn’t finish it,’ I carry on. ‘Mostly because it meant that you’d beaten her.’
Alex does laugh then, and it seems to take her by surprise. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Becca did really hate to lose.’
‘Tell me about it. She’d rather stop a game altogether than let someone else win.’ Alex laughs again. ‘She was a total nightmare, sometimes,’ I say. Alex nods, but her eyes aren’t focused on me; she’s looking out across the moors as if lost in memories. This is the longest I’ve been able to talk about Becca before someone – usually Mum or Luke – has told me to stop. It’s exhilarating.
We walk on as the sky above us darkens and the wind picks up, my hair whipping against my face. This walk isn’t quite as pretty as I’d imagined it would be; the landscape is rather desolate, cold and uninviting, even on this Spring day. I can’t imagine what it must be like to live here year-round; even driving here last night was terrifying as I wound around the pitch-black lanes looking for the farmhouse. I don’t know why Jenny and Georgia picked such an unfriendly location for the hen-do, you’d think they’d want to be in a city, going to a cocktail-making class before cheering at male strippers. That’s what I suggested when Georgia messaged me, inviting me to help plan the weekend – my only frame of reference for a hen-do is what I’ve heard the other nurses on my shift get up to, and it always involves a stripper. Georgia quickly put a stop to my suggestions, but I’m so glad she let me plan our next activity. Even if I am a little nervous of the other’s reactions.
‘I loved playing games with Becca,’ I say to Alex, going back to the conversation. ‘But all she ever wanted to do was hang out with you guys.’ Alex doesn’t react but keeps walking as the wind keeps howling. ‘She died fifteen years ago, you know, which means she has been dead for as long as she was alive. The anniversary is this weekend.’
Alex stops and looks at me in horror. She didn’t remember; the anniversary of my sister’s death is clearly something she’s long since stopped marking in her calendar, and I’m hurt on Becca’s behalf.
‘It was a long time ago,’ Alex says as she starts walking again.
‘It doesn’t feel that long to me,’ I say, but the wind carries my words away, and I suspect Alex hasn’t heard them at all.

I drop back after that, hurt that Alex clearly has no interest in reliving any Becca memories with me. As Jenny speeds up to match Alex, I fall into step with Millie and Georgia, who are chatting happily about the wedding, Millie giving off a totally different demeanour from last night when she was asked about it.
‘So, will anyone walk you down the aisle?’ Georgia asks.
Millie shakes her head. ‘No, we’re not really doing all of that.’ She flicks a glance at me, and I smile in solidarity.
‘Really? But you love all that traditional stuff!’
Millie shrugs. ‘Not really,’ she says. ‘It’s not like I’ve got an actual dad to do it, and anyway, this is what we want.’
I’m not sure that the small ceremony planned is really what Millie wants, and it seems Georgia isn’t willing to accept this version of events from Millie either.
‘Why, though? I don’t get it; you’ve always wanted a big, white wedding. Is it Luke? Is he some sort of feminist?’ She laughs as if the idea of a man not wanting to take part in an old-fashioned tradition is totally ridiculous. My brother isn’t exactly what you’d call a feminist, but he’s hardly old-fashioned either. Luke couldn’t care less about any of the marriage traditions; as far as I can tell, he just wants to marry Millie. Georgia turns to me, ‘You tell your brother to stop being a dick—’
‘Hey,’ Millie cuts in, her cheeks red, though I can’t tell if this is from the conversation or the brutal wind that whips at our faces. ‘He’s not being a dick. It’s just…’
‘It’s my parents,’ I say. ‘They’re not coming to the wedding.’
‘They’re not – what?’ Georgia looks aghast, but then I see the understanding crawl over her face, presumably as she remembers what our parents are like. Difficult, even bizarre at times. ‘Oh, well… I don’t see why that means you can’t do any of the nice traditions.’
Millie stops for a second and puts her hands on her knees, bending down to catch a breath. ‘It’s just easier, G. Honestly, it’s not a big deal. We didn’t want to get married at the church…’ She shoots a look at me as if this will somehow offend me in the way it did my parents, but I shrug because I couldn’t care less about that. ‘So we’re keeping it simple.’
Georgia frowns as if she wants to say more but looks at me and keeps her mouth shut. She probably wants to say something about my parents and how ridiculous it is they aren’t attending but doesn’t want to offend me. It is ridiculous, and to be honest, it makes absolutely no sense – just because they’re dead religious doesn’t mean Luke has to be. Still, I do think it might have just been easier if Luke had gone along with what they wanted. It’s always easier when you do, but Luke stopped following their orders the day Becca died. It was like something in him snapped overnight, and he was no longer capable of playing the perfect son. Luke is raging about the wedding, and I don’t think he’s spoken a word to my dad since they declined their invitation, but I know he still calls Mum most nights when Dad is off doing stuff at the church. I’ve tried to talk to her about it myself but can’t get anything out of her except that Luke should be getting married at the church, and it’s all too soon. I’m sure if Luke had wanted a church wedding, Millie would have quite happily done it, but Mum’s decided Millie is the devil corrupting her little boy, and when she decides something, there’s not a lot you can do to change her mind. I don’t think it helps that she can’t think of Millie without thinking of Becca.
‘Come on, slow coaches!’ Jenny calls from the next hill in front of us; she and Alex are halfway up it already.
‘You guys go ahead,’ Millie says to us. ‘I need a few minutes.’
‘It’s okay, we’ll wait,’ I say, feeling less than energetic myself, but Millie shakes her head and tells me to go.
‘Come on,’ Georgia says, linking my arm. ‘Let’s give her a minute.’



Chapter Sixteen
Then
The first time Millie saw him, it was like something stopped inside her chest. She never told the other girls this, of course, especially not Alex – she hugged it close to her each night in bed, this idea, this promise of a future. It took weeks for her to realise he might feel the same and weeks after that to let herself believe she was worthy of his attention. Each day after school, she’d walk back with the other girls but break off at the bus stop to turn left onto her estate while they all turned right to the nicer part of town. That five minutes’ walk alone gave her time to think about him and nothing else. It used to bother her, those last five minutes where she’d say goodbye to the girls who’d be going back to warm homes filled with people pleased to see them, whereas she’d be faced with the walk through the estate on her own to a house full of people who couldn’t care less about her. It marked her out as different. Often, she’d turn right with the girls and hide out at one of their houses instead of going back to her own, but since he’d come along, she found herself less bothered about things like that. Everything had taken on a feeling of possibility; right now, she might be a foster kid living in a shitty house on a shitty estate, but soon, she’d be something else. Because she’d be his.
One evening, before she got to her front door, she saw him.
‘Millie!’ he said, a surprised smile creeping across his face.
‘Hi,’ she said, her voice sounding small and unsure. ‘What are you doing here?’
He shrugged. ‘Just passing through.’
She smiled and wondered if perhaps he had been looking for her, then shook the idea from her head because it was ridiculous.
‘Actually,’ he said, his feet scuffing the pavement. ‘I might have been looking for you…’
‘Really?’
He looked up, his cheeks red, and she wanted more than anything to kiss him but knew she’d never be brave enough to make the first move like that.
‘I thought you might need some help with that maths homework,’ he said, and for a moment, she frowned. ‘That maybe I could get your number, and we could talk about it later.’
‘Oh yes, sure. That would be good.’
She pulled her phone from her blazer pocket and handed it to him to put his number in. He looked around as he took it as if checking no one was watching, but she knew that was unlikely. The few flats that overlooked them were mostly empty or lived in by people who weren’t usually awake during the day. When he handed her phone back, their fingers touched just for a second, but it was enough to light something up in Millie, and she knew he felt it too.
‘Bye, then,’ he said, grinning at her before turning to walk away.
She watched him for a moment, mesmerized by the way his dark hair tickled the back of his neck, until he disappeared around the corner. A second later, her phone vibrated.
You look so good in your school uniform x.
Her heart leaped; it was an unknown number, but it must be him. She read the words again, as if the more times she did, the more likely they were to be true. She wished she could tell the girls, but when she imagined their faces – particularly Becca and Alex’s – she knew she’d never be able to. This would be her secret. At least for now.



Chapter Seventeen
Georgia – Now
I walk in step with Katie for a few minutes not saying anything, just concentrating on climbing the incline. I’d go faster if she wasn’t here, use the hill as a chance to burn more calories, but I’m keen to get Katie on her own. Jenny and Alex are not that far ahead but may as well be miles away; with the wind the way it is, we can’t hear a word from them. As I look behind us, I see Millie is slowly making her way up too, but has her head down as if she wants to keep walking alone, thank god, as I’m willing to slow my pace a bit but not to Millie’s level.
‘It must be really hard,’ I eventually say to Katie, my words barely carrying over the wind. ‘With your parents.’
She doesn’t say anything for a moment, and I worry I’ve overstepped. Becca never liked talking about her parents either, but I press on regardless. ‘I remember what they were like with Becca when we were young,’ I say. Katie smiles at the mention of her sister. ‘They used to drive her insane with all their rules. Especially your dad.’ Her smile disappears, and I know I’ve put my foot in it. The weather seems to mirror the mood as the skies turn darker, any last remaining rays of sunshine eclipsed by the thick grey clouds.
‘My parents can be overprotective,’ she replies after a while. ‘But they just wanted to keep Becca safe back then.’
I’m about to say more, but a sudden deluge of rain cuts me off. It comes completely unexpectedly; one minute, we’re dry, and the next, water is cascading from the sky in angry pellets. Through the thick rain, we see the others run to take cover and I grab Katie’s arm to follow me. We run across the slippery moors, rain pelting us from every direction until I spot a small, rock-covered shelter that I drag Katie into.
‘Jesus Christ!’ I laugh, wiping water from under my eyes. My fingers come away wet with the cream foundation I was desperately hoping would survive the storm. Globs of mascara gather under my eyes, and I ineffectively wipe them with the corner of my sleeve. I must look a total wreck, which is pretty annoying considering how much effort I made with my appearance this morning. ‘There’s a reason I don’t like the countryside,’ I tell Katie.
She’s also soaked, but the effect is less damaging given she, of course, is wearing no make-up and has a sturdy waterproof jacket. Inside the shelter, the sound of the rain hammers above us as the skies turn from grey to mottled black. I can’t stop my face from scowling out across the moors even as I imagine the wrinkles setting into my skin. This is not what I wanted to happen today. In the distance, thunder begins to rumble, and I jump back further into the cave.
‘It’s okay,’ Katie tells me. ‘Thunder can’t hurt anyone.’
‘I hate storms. Always have.’
‘Becca did too,’ she says. ‘She used to get into my bed whenever there was the slightest rumble. I loved that when I was a kid.’
‘Becca was scared of storms?’ I ask, trying to remember if I ever knew this about her.
Katie laughs. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘They terrified her.’
‘I didn’t think anything scared Becca,’ I say.
Katie looks at me pensively. ‘I think lots of things scared Becca.’
I don’t say anything for a second and instead turn my face away to watch the rain pelting the rocks outside. I knew inviting Katie would make this weekend all about Becca; I thought I’d prepared myself to talk about her again, but it’s hard. Especially, when Katie reminds me there were sides to Becca we never even got to know.
‘I guess she used to hide that part of herself from us,’ I eventually say. ‘I was so jealous of her back then. She was everything I wanted to be. Popular, confident, funny,’ I smile then add, ‘and a bit of a bitch.’
I’ve gone too far again – I see it in Katie’s face. The shock. No one talks about Becca like this anymore. But we used to.
‘Oh, come on, you know what I mean. No one could take someone down like your sister. She was brutal!’ I attempt a laugh to dispel the tension. ‘She and Alex used to go up against each other like a cat and dog. Wasn’t she like that with you?’
Katie shakes her head. ‘No. Only in front of you guys. She would look after me, mostly.’
I shrug. ‘I guess people are different at home. She was probably just showing off in front of us.’ Katie nods, but looks away from me like this isn’t a conversation she wants to have. ‘What was she like with Luke, did they get on?’
Her lip twitches like she was going to say no immediately, but then she stops herself. ‘Luke didn’t really spend that much time at home—’
‘What do you mean?’
Katie shrugs uncomfortably. ‘Dad was strict with Becca and me, but he let Luke do whatever he wanted. I guess because he was the boy…’
‘But when he was there, were he and Becca close?’
She shifts uncomfortably on the rock, and I remind myself not to dig quite so obviously. ‘I guess they were. I don’t know. Are sisters and brothers ever close as teenagers?’
I think of Fletch, how he’s always been there to look after me, no matter what. Even when I was a chubby, embarrassing fourteen-year-old and he was a very-cool fifteen-year-old footballer, he always protected me. That’s what big brothers should do. Clearly, that wasn’t the case for Becca and Luke.
‘No one ever talks to me about her,’ Katie blurts out. ‘Luke is so closed off about it all, and my parents… well, you know.’
‘That’s sad, I’m sorry. It must be hard for Luke being with Millie, it must bring it all up again.’
She shrugs, ‘I guess so. He’s never really said.’
‘Are you two close?’
‘In some ways,’ she says in the manner of a politician answering a tricky question. ‘I’m really glad he’s met Millie; it feels like I’ve got another chance to have a sister.’
I stand up, unable to look at the desperation in her eyes. Poor Katie. She really has no idea.
‘That’s so nice,’ I say quietly, looking out over the moors. The wind continues to roar as the storm picks up and rain spatters into the cave opening.
‘Do you think the others are okay?’ Katie asks.
I roll my eyes and laugh. ‘God, yeah. Alex will probably have them making some sort of make-shift emergency lodge with a roaring fire by now.’
I’m sure Katie thinks I’m jealous of Alex. There’s no way she hasn’t noticed the tension between us all, but I see her watching us with the same awe she had in her eyes as a kid. She’d often hide outside Becca’s bedroom and listen to our conversations; I’d see her on the way to the bathroom, and she’d put her finger to her lips with those begging eyes to tell me not to tell Becca about her. I never did. But it does make me wonder just how much she heard. How much she knows.
‘Did you know…’ She starts, then pauses, and my stomach knots, imagining where the sentence might end up. ‘About Becca and… him?’
I shake my head firmly ‘No. I had no idea.’
Her shoulders release, and I sense this is a relief to her, getting confirmation that she wasn’t the only one who didn’t know.
‘I thought we knew everything about each other back then,’ I say because it’s true. ‘But you know… I guess people have all sorts of secrets that you’d never imagine.’
We sit without speaking for a few moments, the rain continuing to batter the moors outside, and I scan the landscape for the others but can’t spot them anywhere. I try and force my thoughts away from Becca and onto the future. Maybe I can come back here soon with him, and the two of us can storm across the moors, keeping pace with each other. He’s competitive – which I love – and always pushes me to work harder, to do better. If he were here, there’s no way he’d be letting me hide away in a cave like this. We’d be hiking up that hill. Think of the calories! he’d shout through the wind. I smile; after this weekend, everything will be better. We’ll be free to do those kind of things – the things normal couples do.
‘Anyway, let’s talk about you,’ I say to Katie, ready to move the conversation away from Becca. ‘Are you seeing anyone?’
‘Me?’ She says as if I’ve asked her something totally outrageous. ‘No. No one.’
I let out a little laugh. ‘You don’t have to look so shocked, babe, it was only a question.’
‘It’s not that…’ She shakes her head. ‘I was just thinking about him and Becca and… But anyway, no, I’m not seeing anyone. I never really…’ She stops and shrugs.
I can tell she finds these kinds of conversations woefully unnatural. She’s so different to Becca, it’s pretty disconcerting. Becca would have been so much fun on a hen-do; she would be the one telling all the dirty stories and bemoaning the fact our friends were tying themselves down for the rest of their lives. A pang of sadness hits me between the ribs, but I wish it away. Maybe I can help Katie; she clearly needs someone to talk her up the way her big sister would have done.
‘You should get out there,’ I say. ‘Are you on Tinder?’
‘No!’ Katie says with such force that I laugh again.
‘Oh my god, please let me put you on it this weekend. You’d honestly kill it on there. You’re gorgeous!’
It’s true, she is. Not in the way Becca was, but she could be. She has the looks; it’s just the personality that’s lacking. That golden thread of confidence that ran through everything Becca did is nowhere to be seen in her sister.
‘What about you?’ Katie asks, her voice unnaturally high, like she’s trying to imitate me. ‘Are you seeing anyone?’
I can’t help it, my whole face lights up. ‘Yes,’ I say, and it feels so good to finally be able to answer like this. Katie smiles back, and I can tell she’s ready to jump in and find out everything, and that’s when the guilt seeps back in, because we can’t do that. ‘But it’s all a bit complicated, you know?’ I add to stop her digging.
She nods, but I’m not sure she has any idea what I mean.
‘We haven’t really told anyone yet,’ I say with a sigh as I twirl my wet hair around my fingers, wringing out the water. ‘But we will. Really soon. We’re just sorting a few things out.’ The smile creeps back in then because, despite how horribly messy this whole thing is, I am so, so close to being able to tell everyone. Even Katie. And once the truth comes out – once I’ve made everyone understand – they’ll be so happy for me. I’m sure of it.
‘What’s his name?’ she asks, and I shake my head.
‘Ahh, well, now that would be telling, wouldn’t it?’ I laugh as if this is all fun and games, and so Katie laughs too. ‘But he’s great. He’s just…’ I bite my lip because I know I shouldn’t say anything at all yet, but I can’t help myself. ‘Honestly, I’ve never felt like this before. I used to think it would never happen to me, you know? You see everyone else finding their person, and it seems so easy for them, while you go on a million Tinder dates with men who you barely rate enough to have a one-night stand with, and yet they’re the ones not calling you back. And then…’ She holds her hands up and laughs. ‘He just walks in, and suddenly everything is different, you know? I finally get it – I finally get the happy ending.’
Katie nods, but she’s frowning. ‘But you can’t tell anyone about him?’
‘No,’ I say, the smile fading from my face despite my best efforts. ‘Not yet. But soon. Really soon.’
‘That’s good,’ Katie says with a big fake smile plastered to her bland, pretty face like she feels sorry for me. But whatever scenarios she’s imagining that would put me in such a predicament are wrong. There’s no need for her pity. ‘He must really love you to be willing to risk… whatever it is that’s stopping you from telling everyone.’
I sigh and look across the moors. ‘He does,’ I say. ‘He really loves me.’ I hold onto that fact because without it, what I’m doing is totally insane.
We listen to the rain for a bit longer, and I list in my head all the reasons our relationship is right. The way he cares about my family – the energy and love he’s put into getting my brother Fletch back on his feet – the flowers he sent me every day for two weeks when we first met, huge bunches day after day – the way he wants the best for me. I mean, just look at me. I didn’t look like this before I met him. I was the one forever trying and failing to lose weight, never happy with herself, always the fun party girl but never the one you’d end up with. He helped me realise it was all about discipline and self-sacrifice.
‘How did you know?’ Katie asks, interrupting my thoughts, and I raise an eyebrow at her. ‘That you loved him? You know, I just don’t know… I don’t know how people know.’
My face brightens again and I bite my lip, thinking for a second before I answer. ‘I used to worry about that. That I’d never meet someone who I just knew I was meant to be with. But with him, it just makes sense. Like, it doesn’t. Actually. On paper, it doesn’t make sense at all. But it just does. You know?’
Katie nods.
‘I’m just so excited about everything the future will bring for us.’ I look back out across the wet moors again and picture our future playing out in front of us. ‘Marriage, kids, everything. I can finally see it with him. I’ve never had that before. That sort of love, it’s rare, and it’s worth fighting for, even if everyone around you tells you it’s wrong.’
Katie scrunches up her nose before quickly rearranging her face to hide her feelings. Is she thinking about Becca? This situation is nothing like that. Nothing at all.
‘He brings out the best in me,’ I carry on, desperate now for her to understand. ‘I was miserable before I met him – the others would never know that, but just between you and me, life was properly shit.’ I eye Katie carefully, looking for signs that she gets it; when it all comes out, I’ll want her to remember this conversation and to see it from my side. ‘I was having all these family problems, and you know what it’s like, it can be very all-consuming, it doesn’t matter how old you are, family problems can still cut deep.’
This, I know she’ll understand.
‘And he was there for me when no one else was. He fell in love with me at my very lowest and helped me build healthy habits – like going to the stupid gym, which I used to hate! – instead of drinking myself into oblivion and going clubbing dressed like a twenty-five-year-old.’ I shake my head, embarrassed for my former self. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without him, to be completely honest.’
‘Do you think that’s the way Becca felt about—’
‘No,’ I snap before she can even finish her sentence. ‘That’s not how she felt about him. Honestly, babe, you’re best off not thinking of what happened between them as “a relationship” at all – it really wasn’t like that. You shouldn’t believe everything you heard back then.’ Her gaze locks me in place, and I fidget on the rock I’m sitting on.
‘But I didn’t hear anything,’ Katie snaps. ‘Back then, my parents, they kept me out of everything. Don’t you remember? They even pulled me out of school.’ I nod; I remember, but I don’t want to get into this at all. ‘I don’t even really know what happened.’
‘Babe, there’s nothing to know. You said no one ever wants to talk to you about Becca?’
Katie nods eagerly.
‘I will… I’ll tell you anything you want to know—’ She goes to interrupt, but I raise my hand to stop her. ‘But, I don’t want to talk about what happened with him. Okay? Let’s remember Becca before all that. She was more than what happened to her.’
Outside, the rain comes to an abrupt stop, and the clouds dissipate to let through bright sunshine. I turn my face to the sun and smile widely. ‘See,’ I say. ‘This is the world telling us to look for the positives.’ She laughs and pulls me out of our hiding place into the sunshine. ‘Now, ask me anything about Becca. Anything positive. What do you want to know?’
But she doesn’t get a chance to ask anything because the others reappear, and our new-found intimacy disappears along with the rain. Which is good because I need to get my game face on for the next activity. It’s going to be a good one.



Chapter Eighteen
Alex – Now
‘Seriously, where the fuck are we going?’ I ask Georgia from the front seat of her 4x4.
G ignores me, and I don’t blame her. Too often now, my words come out with a level of venom that’s totally inappropriate to the situation. Since the news about Dan, I’ve become jagged. I was always spiky, not like Millie, who finds it easy to love and be loved. After Becca died, I was a razor blade coated in plastic, but now that plastic has been burned away, and I’m left with sharp, slicing edges. I’m trying to rein it in this weekend, to be a better version of myself, but it’s hard; memories are grinding into me from every angle.
‘We’re almost there,’ Jenny says from the back of the car, consulting Google Maps on her phone.
We’ve been driving for half an hour and have barely seen any signs of life at all. The roads around here are terrifying, single-track lanes flanked by high grass verges and trees that bend inwards overhead to form a natural tunnel. I don’t understand why anyone would ever choose to live here; it’s like nature is slowly reclaiming the land, and there is every chance we’ll be engulfed by it if we’re not careful. Despite Georgia showing us a shortcut across the moors so that we got back to the house within ten minutes, the rain pelted us the whole time and none of us were particularly enthusiastic about this next ‘activity’ – but she insisted. Now, the sky remains gloomy grey overhead and our spirits have dampened along with the seats of the car beneath us.
‘You’re turning right here, G,’ Jenny says as Google repeats the instruction in a robotic voice. Georgia indicates, although there’s no other fucker on the road.
As she turns, I pray for a different view. This whole place is so eerily claustrophobic and empty at the same time that it’s hard to describe; out on the moors you could see for miles – though you couldn’t see anything but green and brown – no people, no landmarks, no nothing. Creepy. Not beautiful, as Katie described it in the car afterwards, but empty and awful. Yet, off the moors is no better; you’re hemmed in on the tiny roads, making escape feel impossible.
Finally, the road has widened slightly and rows of houses come into view.
Georgia slows her car to a crawl as Jenny reads instructions from the back, and I study the homes we pass. A row of dark stone cottages stares back at me, most windows flanked by sad lace curtains – the kind you expect to have old ladies hidden behind them, their armchairs dented to the shape of their wasting bodies, no one opening the door to visit for weeks, their kitchen counters covered with a film of dust and grease that the once house-proud women can no longer see in their old age. I shudder. This is a horrible place. Give me the city any day; give me new-build houses with double glazing and boxy yards any day over countryside living. Here, it’s stagnant and depressing everywhere I look.
‘Oh my god, look!’ Millie cries from the middle seat in the back of the car.
I follow her eye-line and see exactly what’s making her squeal. In one of the cottage’s front gardens is a display of bones; a pony skull sits atop a basket of logs, beside it a bird skull, empty and deathly with a long, hooked beak. The more I look, the more I see: small rib cages, presumably from foxes or something similar, leg bones and jaws like something from a horror movie. The car is silent as we sit and stare, Georgia allowing the car to gently come to a stop to get a better look.
‘Why would you…’ Millie says, her round eyes open in sympathy with the dead creatures. She’s always been like this about animals. We only had to see an advert for a rescue centre on TV as kids to have her bawling her eyes out. She begged her foster carers to get a dog, but they never would. The day Dan and I got our dog, Otis, Millie was so happy you’d think she was our child and we were fulfilling her dreams. It’s not at all surprising she ended up working in an animal rescue centre, but you’d expect, eventually, she’d become immune to the suffering she saw every day, but she never has.
‘They probably found them on the moors,’ Georgia says, her voice quiet but reassuring. ‘They’ll all be natural deaths.’
I watch Millie in the mirror as she leans forward over the seat to Georgia, her eyes hopeful and childlike. ‘Are you sure?’ Georgia nods. ‘So they won’t have… I don’t know, it’s not some sort of weird satanic thing?’
I laugh, and Millie’s cheeks redden, but Georgia smiles back at her patiently, like she is the older of the two. ‘No, they’ll have died from old age or… I don’t know, anything really. People like to collect the bones around here, particularly of the ponies.’
‘Gross,’ Jenny says, her nose crinkling up as she gives the morbid front garden one last look before Georgia yanks the car into gear and drives off. ‘Country people are so weird.’ We nod along, as if we’re all streetwise city folk even though we grew up in the suburbs of Bristol.
‘Oh yay,’ Georgia says after driving a few minutes. ‘We’re here.’
I look out of the window at our destination. ‘Are you joking?’
Jenny laughs from the back, and I feel her hand squeeze my shoulders. ‘It’s going to be fun!’
‘You’ve got a really weird idea of fun…’ I mutter under my breath, and Georgia rolls her eyes as she pulls into the small car park.
‘Where are we?’ Millie says.
Georgia looks over her shoulder to face her and says, ‘Prison, Mills. We’re at Dartmoor Prison.’



Chapter Nineteen
Katie – Now
My legs shake a little as the five of us approach the gates of Dartmoor Prison. I’m not exactly adept at knowing how other people are feeling, but even I can tell that the mood of the group has plummeted. My choice of activity was probably not appropriate, but when I realised we were staying so close to this prison, I knew we had to come. I had to see it for myself.
‘God, imagine making this walk if you were actually, you know, convicted of a crime,’ Georgia says, her eyes widening in horror.
‘I don’t think the prisoners go through the visitors’ entrance, to be fair,’ Alex says in that deadpan way she has; Jenny laughs, but Georgia ignores her.
‘This is a super weird activity, you know, G,’ Alex adds.
‘It wasn’t my idea,’ Georgia says with a flick of her hair. ‘It was Katie’s.’
‘To be fair to Katie,’ Jenny says to Georgia with a laugh, ‘she did first suggest strippers and the like, but you kept shooting her down. So, really, you’re both to blame.’
Georgia smiles tightly, but my cheeks colour as Alex throws me what looks like an actual glare. Millie keeps her head down, saying nothing. Surely they know why I wanted to come here? Why I had to see it?
‘They do tours,’ Georgia says chattily as we enter the building. ‘So we’ll get to see everything in the prison, including a real cell. Isn’t that fun?’ She smiles her big, artificially white smile at the group. Jenny smiles back. She definitely does not understand the significance of this prison; Alex and Millie clearly do but aren’t going to acknowledge it without a prompt. Odd.
‘Weird kind of fun, but sure,’ Alex mutters.
‘Is it safe to be here?’ Millie asks, her pretty face scrunched up like a child’s, and I remember how Becca used to say she was the baby of the group when they were younger and how jealous I’d been of her for taking that place when otherwise it would have been mine.
Georgia rolls her eyes and says, ‘Of course it is, silly. It’s not the terrifying prison it once was with all those escaped lunatics—’
‘I’m not sure that’s the term we use anymore…’ Jenny says, but Georgia just carries on with a shrug.
‘It’s a category C prison, basically for “white collar” crimes and, you know, people who aren’t super dangerous. I read about it online—’
‘Surely you all know what sort of men are sent here,’ I say, unable to pretend any longer. ‘This is the prison where—’
‘Good morning, ladies!’ A burly man behind the reception desk bellows, cutting me off. ‘And welcome to HMP Dartmoor. Have you booked in with us today?’
Georgia takes over, showing the man her phone with the booking and chatting about the plan for our visit while the rest of the group hangs back. No one says a word, as if I hadn’t spoken at all, and I feel a little flicker of anger burning in me at their determination to ignore the past.
‘This is where he was,’ I say, the words jagged in my throat.
‘Who was, darling?’ Jenny says, her head tilted to the side. Alex’s eyes burn into me, and she gives a tiny shake of the head; Millie has moved closer to her but keeps her head down. I stop, unable to say his name. I shouldn’t have brought us here. I’ve brought something ugly and wrong into this weekend. I can see that now.
‘Oh, you know,’ Alex says before I can answer Jenny. ‘That guy, the one who murdered all those women in the Nineties.’ Jenny shrugs as if she has no idea who Alex means nor cares to know any more. I open my mouth, but Alex gives me a look that stops my words.
‘Right, ladies,’ Georgia says from a few feet ahead, clapping her hands like a tour guide. ‘Come on!’
Jenny trots off, oblivious, leaving me to slink behind Alex and Millie. Alex falls back to walk alongside me.
‘I don’t know why you’ve brought us here,’ she says, ‘but no one needs a reminder of that man—’
‘I wanted to see where he was,’ I say defiantly.
She stops, so I stop, too, and we stand staring at each other, her features rearranged into a frown. ‘Is this some kind of joke?’ she asks.
I shake my head.
‘You shouldn’t have done this,’ she says. ‘You need to leave the past in the past. Please don’t bring him up again. If you care about Millie at all, you’ll drop this. It’s her hen-do, not a chance for you to indulge in some weird need to know more about him. Okay?’ She’s so stern, towering over me like a school teacher, that I can only nod.

We follow close behind the burly receptionist, Roy, who also seems to be the prison tour guide, but Alex has made an effort to hang back from the group and walk with Millie. I keep walking forward while trying to hear their whispers behind me. Is Alex telling Millie that I’m some sort of psychopath? That I’m making the whole weekend about Becca? I know I’ve messed up; I can see that bringing them here isn’t ‘normal’. But if they’d just let me explain, then perhaps they’d understand. I’m sure I hear Alex say my name, but it’s no use; I can’t hear properly over Roy’s booming account of the prison’s history. We all stop for a moment as Roy points out a plaque on the wall commemorating a visit from the Queen, and Alex and Millie rejoin the group.
‘What’s up, brides-to-be?’ Georgia says as she plants herself between them, linking their arms.
Millie looks across at Alex but says nothing.
‘Mills?’ Jenny shouts from a few steps in front of us. ‘Come and look at this!’
‘Have I upset Millie?’ I ask Alex once Millie is a safe distance away. ‘I didn’t mean—’
‘Why would you have upset Mills?’ Georgia asks.
Alex sighs. ‘Millie’s fine,’ she says.
‘I didn’t mean to upset anyone. I just wanted to see where he was sent; I thought you would want to see it too. Becca was your friend—’
The sound of Millie’s scream up ahead stops me mid-sentence; Alex pushes past me to run to Millie, who’s frozen with fear a few steps ahead of us.
‘It’s okay!’ Roy says, laughing as he grabs something from Millie’s shoulder in his fist and clamps it shut. ‘It’s just a spider.’
I let out a huge sigh as Georgia snaps, ‘Really, Millie?’
‘It was crawling all over me!’ Her face is red and blotchy, tears threatening to fall. Becca was right; Millie is the baby of the group. ‘Can you get rid of it?’ she pleads with Roy. ‘Take it outside? Or just kill it? Just crush it in your hand now so it can’t get out?’
‘You can’t kill it!’ Jenny squeals. ‘That’s so cruel.’
‘No one is killing anything,’ Roy chuckles, his fist clamped shut. I imagine the crawling black spider tickling his palm, desperate to be set free. ‘You wait here, and I’ll take this little fella outside.’
‘A bit dramatic there, babe,’ Georgia says to Millie once the spider is safely out of sight. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be an animal lover?’
Alex links Millie’s arm and squeezes her. ‘Leave her alone, she can’t help it. It’s a phobia, and spiders hardly count as animals.’
‘I wish people would just kill them when they catch them,’ Millie mutters, looking around the prison like there might be another spider waiting to jump out at her. ‘It doesn’t make sense to set them free when you know they’re just going to come back and get you eventually.’
‘Luckily, we don’t follow that policy here… With spiders or people.’ Roy chuckles as he walks back in, hands empty.
‘But the spiders are innocent,’ I say to him. ‘The prisoners aren’t.’ Roy laughs harder, as if I’m joking, but the others just stare at me awkwardly, and Georgia looks positively furious.
‘Well, either way, we have a catch-and-release policy here.’ Roy continues to laugh as he beckons for us to follow him.

The next part of the prison we’re led to is brand new and feels a bit like a new-build house before it’s quite finished; the walls smell of bulk-buy white paint and cleaning solution. The high ceiling lets in shafts of sunlight that make criss-cross patterns on the concrete floor. I wonder if he ever walked this way and enjoyed the pretty pattern. I hope not. I’d quite like him to have been kept in a cell with no windows for what he did to Becca, but I don’t think they do that anymore. We walk the length of the building before passing through to the back door where Roy leads us outside.
‘All the men here are involved in our creativity programme,’ he tells us as we walk around the back of the building into a smaller brown hut-like building. ‘Studies have been done into the link between creativity and good behaviour, plus it gives them something to do and is a way to generate money for the prison.’ He turns to us and flashes a smile over his shoulder, and I scowl back. ‘I’ll leave you to have a look around, and do let me know if you’d like to purchase any souvenirs to take home.’
He leaves us in the make-shift hut, surrounded by paintings and arts and crafts.
‘Doesn’t feel like much of a punishment if they’re allowed to sit around and paint all day,’ I say.
‘Well, it would be a bit cruel to not give them anything to do,’ Jenny says.
‘Surely the whole point of them being locked up is to be cruel?’ Alex says, and I nod. Jenny shrugs, unbothered, and walks over to study the ‘art’.
‘Wow,’ she says from a corner of the room. ‘Come look at this!’
Jenny stands in front of a large cheap canvas covered in wild, angry brushstrokes of garish red and black paint, slashing most of the image behind it. A bit stupid, if you ask me. Why paint something and then cover it up with all this mess? I step closer to the painting, trying to see what hides underneath. If I squint and concentrate on the image behind the slash marks, it looks a bit like a shirtless man with his back to us, his head in his hands like he’s crying. I step back when I see his spine sticking out in a grotesque fashion. Horrible. Why would anyone want to paint this?
‘God,’ Jenny says, turning away from the canvas. ‘Imagine how trapped you’d have to feel to paint something like this. Not sure I’d fancy it up on my wall.’
She steps away without looking back, but Alex, Millie, Georgia and I stay, our eyes glued to the painting.
‘Look,’ Georgia says, pointing to some hidden words scrawled towards the bottom of the canvas.
I lean into the painting, so close that I can smell the paint mixed in with Alex’s perfume and feel her breath on my neck.
‘Trapped by lies,’ Georgia reads, taking a step back. ‘Wow, I wonder if the artist was wrongly convicted?’
‘Bollocks,’ Alex snaps. ‘Do you know how rare wrongful convictions are? More likely someone who can’t admit what they’ve done.’
I see a look passing over Georgia’s face, but I can’t identify it.
‘Mmm,’ she says. ‘Plenty of people like that about.’



Chapter Twenty
Alex – Now
‘So, I’ll leave you to have a look around the museum and don’t forget to check out the cells on the bottom floor for a real taste of what it’s like to be a guest of HM’s Dartmoor Prison,’ Roy tells us with a gleeful grin before he departs.
Georgia and I have caught up with the others now, but I can’t shake off the strange feelings stirred up by seeing those words on that painting. I keep eyeing Katie suspiciously, wondering if she had an ulterior motive in bringing us here, thinking back to her comments about the significance of the date.
We follow Roy’s burly back as he leads us away from the ‘art’ hut and back into the main building to see the ‘museum’. What a strange job Roy has. Does he hate the prisoners? Does he believe their lives deserve to be shown off to eager tourists like a freak show? Do I? As I follow the group around the make-shift museum, I remind myself again that what I said to Georgia is true: everyone who is in here, or has been here, deserves it.
Roy tells us this is the building that housed the original prison before the new blocks were added. There are no prisoners kept here now, but still, the history of the place seeps through the walls, leaving a cloying, claustrophobic feeling in the air that weighs me down with each step. The cells have been knocked down to open up the space, but the floor still shows traces of where they used to be; my feet walk across the ghosts of lines beneath me, as I imagine the men that stood here before.
‘Oh my god, look!’ Jenny shouts from across the room, pointing at a display board. ‘Did you know about this?’ she asks Georgia, who reads a few lines, then shrugs to say no.
‘What is it?’ Millie asks.
‘It’s about all the escaped convicts,’ Jenny says, her eyes wide. ‘One of the most famous axe-murderers escaped from here in the Eighties and broke out across the moors…’ The four of us listen intently. No doubt we’re all remembering being stuck out on the moors in the storm earlier today and how vulnerable we were. ‘But the joke was on him in the end,’ Jenny smiles as she reads on. ‘The Kray Twins were the ones who captured him from the moors and killed him. What a way to go!’ She gives a funny little laugh and moves on, as if this story isn’t totally haunting. Georgia follows her, also seemingly unbothered by our location’s grisly past. It’s only Millie who hangs back with me, her face creased with worry.
‘That was ages ago,’ I say to her. ‘It’s not even a high-risk facility anymore. They said it was Category C.’ I deliver this confidently, as if the words have any real meaning to either of us beyond what we’ve heard on ITV dramas.
‘I can’t believe he was really in here,’ she says, her voice small. ‘Why would Katie want to come here? It makes no sense—’
‘Just stop, Millie,’ I snap, annoyed at her for making me confront the very question I’ve been wondering myself. ‘I don’t want to talk about him. Okay?’
She shakes her head but doesn’t look at me, then walks off to join the others, our temporary truce seemingly forgotten.
Behind me, I’m sure I hear footsteps and whip around to see who’s there, but there’s no one. Just me, alone in an open cage.

‘Shall we go down and check out the cells?’ Georgia asks when they’ve all grown tired of reading about the history of horrors on this floor. It’s only Millie and I who seem uneasy with this whole situation; Katie seems to be enjoying the violence on show while Georgia and Jenny browse the displays as if this is just another fun day out at a museum.
‘Sure,’ Jenny says, gesturing to the stairs that will take us to the level below.
‘I think I’ll stay up here,’ Millie says.
‘No, you will not!’ Jenny says in her most teacherly voice as she takes Millie’s arm and marches her down the steps with Georgia close behind. It’s Katie who hangs back with me as we walk down slowly.
‘I’m sorry that I made us come here. I know that it is a bit weird…’ she says when the others are out of earshot.
‘A bit?’ I snort.
‘But aren’t you at all interested in where he was? Surely it makes you a bit happy to think of him locked up like this?’
Our eyes meet then, and I study her, seeing for the first time a flicker of her older sister burning in her eyes. It’s like a sharp kick to the stomach to see something of my old friend, a reminder of the girl she once was before she wasn’t anything at all. The sight makes me step onto the ground floor with more determination to understand the interest Katie has in this place, to witness the walls that kept him locked away.
‘Hello again, ladies!’ Roy says, and I’m surprised to see him down here, waiting for us. ‘So, this is usually everyone’s favourite part of the tour. Here, you’ll see our replica prison cells.’
‘So they’re not real?’ Millie asks innocently.
‘Well, they were. This is the original prison, like I said before, so thousands of men have stood where you stand now, and thousands of men have passed through these cell doors. But we haven’t used this block for years. You’ll see as you go around that we’ve recreated cells from different time periods, dating back to the eighteen hundreds when the prison first opened its doors, to what a modern cell looks like that houses our prisoners today.’
We each turn to view the cell doors that line the walls around us, each home to a moment in history.
‘But first, do peruse our display of the weapons and contraband we’ve confiscated over the years,’ Roy says as we turn back to him just in time to see a hint of glee in his eyes. He gestures towards a row of glass cabinets on the wall behind, us and Jenny trots over without any hesitation to get a closer look.
‘Oooh, look!’ she cries like a teenager.
We shuffle forward to see where she’s pointing. The glass cabinet is full of make-shift items that take my brain some time to form into what they truly are – weapons. A blue plastic toothbrush chiselled into a hazardous pointy edge, with the card beside reading ‘a shiv created by a prisoner in 2004’, lies next to a tightly wrapped coil of wire that my brain struggles to understand the danger of, but then I read the ghastly description ‘coil wire wrapped together to form a strangulation device, confiscated from a prisoner in 1996’. My eyes roam the cabinet, unwillingly taking in these torture devices: a plain white sock tied at the top filled with padlocks used to swing and smash in the face of others, a skipping rope tied between two roll-on deodorants that could be used to choke someone, the lid of a tin can folded in half to make a knife, a broom handle sharpened to a horrifyingly sharp point. I can’t look anymore. Violence spills out from every inch of this place; these caged animals seem more dangerous every second.
‘I don’t want to be here,’ Millie says. ‘It’s horrible.’
‘Come on, silly,’ Georgia says. ‘It’s just a bit of fun.’
I stare at her, wanting to scream, Fun? How is this fun? But I keep my mouth clamped shut as she adds, quietly so Roy can’t hear, ‘Everyone who ends up here deserves it, right?’ She holds my gaze unquestioningly for a second as I feel panic spreading through my chest, down to my stomach, through to my legs, planting my feet to the floor as if I might never move again.
I think of the girl I used to know after I found out what he’d done to her, how she was physically diminished but hid it behind a hard, terrifying exterior until she understood what a monster he truly was. Until I made her understand. He was not innocent, nothing he did was innocent. I try to picture him coming here, heavy with the weight of what he did on his back yet still crying his innocence. I breathe out, long and slow, telling myself these facts are true, that this is how it all happened, then step forward.
The others have moved on, and I rush to catch them up, falling in step with Millie at the back of the group. We enter the first cell as Jenny reads to us from the placard on the wall. My mind skips over her words, hearing only passing phrases; ‘prisoners often escaped by tunnelling under the walls’; ‘it was not uncommon for the prison to be in total lockdown twenty-four hours a day’; ‘many of the prisoners would not see the sunlight for days at a time’. I instead focus on the room itself, fixing myself to the present by naming five things in the room as advised by the YouTube counsellor I’ve been obsessively watching since my future with Dan imploded. Bed. Ceiling. Bars. Wall. Floor. It’s not an easy exercise, given we are essentially in a windowless, empty cell without so much as a duvet. This room is one of the earliest cells, so a far cry from the comfortable rooms you see on television prison dramas, yet I wish we would stay here, safe in the distant past.
But we don’t. We continue forward through four more cells charting Dartmoor through the ages and watch as the conditions gradually become less gory. At the final cell, Katie runs a few steps ahead of us, followed by Jenny, Georgia, Millie, then me. This is the most modern cell, from 2015. It’s more like a Travelodge than a prison, yet this is the cell that horrifies me most, because I can picture him here. Desk. TV. Bed. Cabinet. Door. I name the items slowly, then more rapidly as the light above us blinks. Unlike the historic cells, this cell could be confused for a regular bedroom – it has a sturdy black door, but it’s only when you get up close you can see that it’s thick and solid – and can be locked from the outside. Like the others, this room has no window, though the wallboard tells us this is not strictly accurate as all cells today have some form of natural light. This cell, however, is lit only by the cheap flickering light on the ceiling above.
‘Can’t believe they get TVs, can you?’ Jenny says.
‘Well, I imagine you’d need something to do if you’re locked up eight hours of the day, every day,’ Georgia replies, reading more information from the wall.
‘Eight hours a day trapped inside is nothing. Wait until you have babies!’ Jenny laughs, but Georgia doesn’t laugh back; her eyes are glued to the single bed built into the corner of the room where Katie has decided to lie down and stare up at the ceiling, before rolling onto her side, her body pressed against the cold wall. Georgia shoots me an alarmed look, and I shake my head as if I have no idea what Katie is doing – but I do.
She’s thinking of him. Lying in a bed like this every night for ten years, alone. She’s seeing how comfortable the bed is, maybe delighting in the springs of the mattress pressing into her spine, imagining how impossible it would be to get a good night’s sleep, what that would do to you night after night. I watch as she smiles, closing her eyes. Georgia laughs under her breath, making signs that Katie is a crazy person, and I shrug back as if to agree. Of course, Georgia won’t take the same pleasure from imagining his pain as Katie. Georgia was never as close to his crime as we were; like most things back then she was on the periphery. I doubt she thinks of him at all.
‘Do you think they can watch whatever they want?’ Katie’s eyes snap open, her voice small but rough with jagged edges; contempt clear on her face.
‘Probably,’ Jenny shrugs, not noticing Katie’s rage. ‘Imagine a drug dealer watching The Wire and getting tips for when he’s out.’ She laughs again, a lighthearted remark to her, but it hits differently for us. What is Katie imagining he would have watched? The thought disgusts me.
‘Come on,’ Jenny says. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
The others shuffle out of the cell, but Katie and I hang back.
‘I wish they’d never let him out,’ she says. ‘I’d feel better knowing he was trapped here forever. That his life ended when hers did. Wouldn’t you?’
‘People don’t always get what they deserve,’ I say quietly, and she nods, then leaves me alone in the cell. I take one last look at the bed, then notice something scrawled on the wall where Katie was lying. I climb onto the bed to get a closer look, my fingers running over the words.
YOU LIED. SHE DIED. YOU BELONG HERE.
I choke back a sob and whip around, feeling cloying breath on my neck as if he is behind me. But no one is there.
Then the door slams and everything goes black.
I scream, the sound gushing from me before I can control it. I throw myself at the door, unable to say how I got from the bed to here as I bash my hands against the steel, my voice raw and terrified.



Chapter Twenty-One
Millie – Now
The door swings open and Alex falls out. Georgia and Jenny are laughing hysterically because they’ve not yet noticed that Alex’s forehead is wet with sweat or the way her panicked eyes cast around the prison like a feral animal.
‘You’re okay,’ I tell her, stepping forward to ground her with my hands on her shoulders. ‘The door just got jammed when the electric tripped.’
She looks up at me, her eyes now focused, and shakes her head slowly.
The laughter has stopped now, and Jenny mutters something to Georgia, but my focus is on Alex.
‘It was just a trip, honestly, Al. You’re fine.’
It’s a role reversal I’m not entirely comfortable with, me comforting her. I’m not the strong one, I never have been. And yet, right now, Alex seems like a little child I’m holding up.
‘Come on,’ Georgia says from behind us. ‘Let’s get going, this place is getting a bit depressing, and we’ve got more surprises planned!’
I hear the three of them turn and walk back up the steps to the ground floor, but Alex doesn’t move.
‘Did one of you turn out the lights?’ she says, her eyes burning into me. ‘Was it Katie?’
‘What?’ I take my hands from her shoulders and step back. This is typical bloody Alex, just when you think she needs help she pushes you away. ‘Of course we didn’t. Why would Katie do that?’
She stares at me, her cheeks pink; gone is the scared little girl and in her place is the angry, mean-spirited Alex I’ve seen flashes of over the years. But her anger is never usually directed at me. In the face of it, I feel reacquainted with my own anger towards her.
‘I told you,’ I say, my voice firmer. ‘The electric tripped. We were all stood here in the dark; the doors must be controlled centrally.’
‘Pretty convenient how you were all on the right side of the locked door, though, isn’t it?’
‘What the hell, Alex? What are you saying?’
She doesn’t answer but instead goes back into the cell. I follow her and watch as she runs her hand along the far side wall.
‘What are you doing?’ She ignores me, her hands now making frantic motions on the wall. ‘You look insane, what’s going on?’
She whips around, her face a mass of fear and something else. Confusion? I step back, scared by what I’m seeing. Sometimes, I don’t understand Alex at all.
‘There was something on the wall…’ She whispers but doesn’t look at me, as if she’s talking to herself. I walk past her, brushing her out of the way and inspect the wall she’s been touching. There’s nothing there, it’s a plain white wall; a few chips of paint reveal the crumbling concrete beneath it, but nothing else.
‘There is nothing on the wall, Alex.’
‘How much have you spoken to Katie about Becca?’ Alex asks. ‘About what happened back then?’
My cheeks flush, and I take a step back from her. ‘We don’t talk about it,’ I say quietly.
‘Are you sure?’
‘What are you getting at, Alex? What’s going on? You seem to have a real issue with Katie and I—’
‘I don’t have an issue, but I don’t trust her. Even you have to admit her bringing us here is pretty suspect—’
‘Suspect how?’ I cry. ‘Yes, it’s weird. Katie is a bit weird, as I imagine we all would be if we’d lost our sister like that, but she’s trying so hard to get you to like her, to be included in the group—’
‘Is she? Or is her innocent “I’m socially awkward” thing just an act to cover—’
‘Cover what?’ I snap.
‘It’s the anniversary of Becca’s death this weekend. Did you know that? Don’t you think it’s a bit odd that this is the weekend they chose to bring us here?’
I blanch, Alex’s words knocking the wind from my sails. ‘Of course, I knew, but it’s a coincidence,’ I say quietly. ‘And Katie had nothing to do with the date. Georgia was in charge of all that.’
She looks at me then and holds my gaze for a few seconds before her whole face changes. I see her visibly shake off whatever paranoia has held her captive for the last few minutes, and the Alex I know is facing me again. The transition is mildly terrifying, so much so that I step away, my back now pressed against the wall.
‘What is going on with you, Alex?’
‘Nothing,’ she says. ‘Sorry. Being here is just a lot. It’s bringing up some things from back then. Come on, let’s get out of here.’
Before waiting for me, she stalks out of the cell; I hear her feet go up the steps, and I’m here alone, uneasy as ever. Something is very wrong with Alex. Why didn’t I notice it before? Perhaps her silence in the last few weeks hasn’t been about her disapproval of my and Luke’s relationship at all. Perhaps it’s something much worse.
Before I turn to follow her, I take one last glance around the cell. For a second, I think I see the ghosts of words scrawled on the wall where Alex was looking, but when I try to make them out, it’s like they were never there at all.
I walk out of the cell, slamming the heavy door behind me.

I’m glad to have some temporary relief from Alex when we get back to the house. She and Jenny have gone to the supermarket to buy supplies for the evening, and Georgia is upstairs in her room having a lie down. Katie and I are in the kitchen, washing dishes from last night.
‘I may not have been on a lot of hen-dos, but even I know that the bride-to-be shouldn’t be the one washing up,’ she tells me, but I shake my head at her implied offer.
‘Don’t be silly, I am absolutely not that kind of bridezilla. Anyway, it gives me something to do. It’s weird being here without a phone; it makes me realise how much time I spend mindlessly scrolling and replying to WhatsApps.’
Katie smiles but doesn’t agree. I forget that, unlike us, she never posts on Instagram.
‘You don’t use it, do you?’ I ask Katie, and she frowns. ‘Social media, I mean.’
‘Oh, no, not really.’ She picks up a glass to wash and passes it to me to dry. ‘After Becca… Well, you know, I just didn’t feel like sharing my private life with the world.’
I nod, feeling stupid. It’s hard to believe Luke and Katie are siblings; they’re so different in every way. Katie, it seems, has been far more affected by her sister’s death than Luke, and I’m not sure I like the feeling that gives me. Shouldn’t he be more messed up by it all? I was relieved when we met again as adults that he wasn’t broken by her death or any of the horrible things that followed in court. I didn’t want to admit it to Alex earlier, but Luke and I never discuss what happened to Becca, and I certainly don’t bring it up with Katie. He asked me early on if we could focus on the two of us as we are now, not as the kids we used to be. Becca, I suppose, was part of that history. I was all too glad to live in the present with him. I didn’t want to go back to being the podgy friend of his little sister with a massive crush on him, and I definitely didn’t want Luke digging into any of my memories of that time. But the more time I spend with Katie and see how traumatised she is from everything, the more I think perhaps it is strange that Luke and I never discuss this shared pain in our past. He must be thinking of Becca this weekend – I know I can’t get through an anniversary without being tortured by what happened – yet he’s never brought it up. I know why I avoid all mention of what happened back then, but why does he?
‘Alex seemed very shaken by being shut in that cell,’ Katie now says, plunging her hands into the hot, soapy water before they come back up clutching a kitchen knife. ‘Is everything okay?’
I twist the damp tea towel in my hands before answering. ‘I’m not sure what’s going on with Alex, to be honest.’
Katie gives me the knife before her hands disappear into the water again. She looks straight out in front of her, across the moors cast in a grey hue; this morning’s sunshine a distant memory now.
‘You were both quite heavily involved with Becca’s case, weren’t you?’ she asks, and I nod. ‘I wonder if seeing the place where he ended up was just… I don’t know, maybe she felt guilty.’
‘Guilty?’ I say. ‘Why would Alex feel guilty?’
Katie takes her hands out of the water and wipes them on the front of her jeans. ‘I’m not saying she should. But I think we all feel guilty about things we don’t deserve to sometimes, don’t we?’ I open my mouth but shut it again before any words can spill out. ‘He deserved to be there,’ she carries on. ‘But I don’t think that would make it any easier knowing you were the one who put him there—’
‘Alex didn’t put him in prison. What he did to Becca put him in prison.’
Katie nods, then turns her attention back to the washing-up bowl. ‘He always said he was innocent—’
‘Katie, you know he wasn’t. Don’t you?’ I grip her arm, and she faces me, shock itching at her features, and I realise too late, I’ve grabbed her too hard. I let go and pick up another glass to dry.
‘Yes,’ she says, her voice small. ‘I know what he did. I know that if Alex and Luke hadn’t spoken up, given evidence like they did, then he would probably have never faced any punishment at all.’
‘Why do you say that?’ I ask. ‘You weren’t at the trial, and you should take whatever you read in the papers afterwards with a pinch of salt.’
I wasn’t at the trial either. I said my foster carers wouldn’t let me go, but that wasn’t true; they were not involved enough to care that deeply about anything I did. The truth was I couldn’t bear the idea of sitting in court listening to everything he did to Becca, having to face it head-on like that. Alex went; she went every single day. She’d come straight to my house every night after she got out of court, and we’d lie on my single bed as she replayed the day’s events. The trial only lasted three days, but when I think back on that time, it feels like it was never ending. I don’t know how she stood it. The idea of seeing him up there in the dock, probably dressed in the suit we saw him wear most days, honestly killed me. Even now, picturing him as I once knew him makes me feel sick, and I shake my head to rid myself of the memories. How stupid I was, how utterly and completely stupid.
‘My parents wouldn’t let me go,’ Katie says now, bringing me back to the present. ‘But I requested the court transcripts a few weeks ago. After you and Luke got together, it brought things back a little bit, I guess. I wanted to know what really happened back then; no one would ever tell me.’
I put my hand on Katie’s shoulder and hug her into me. Perhaps the reason she is more haunted by what happened than Luke is because everything to her was a mystery. Luke went to court, he told me about it over texts – the ones Alex found, which reignited our promise to each other to never go out with him. A flicker of jealousy stirs in me as I remember how unfair it seemed even at the time that she was allowed to go and have her secret chats with him about the case as two of the key witnesses, but she made me feel bad for messaging him. Alex was so secretive about her conversations with Luke around that time, as if Luke wasn’t the boy we had previously spent most of our nights talking about, me dreaming up ways to get him to notice me, her laughing and promising to help. Suddenly, everything shifted, and Luke was hers. And then the court case ended and I never saw them speak again.
I don’t know what happened between them or why they seemed to disappear from each other’s lives so abruptly after that, but everything back then was so messed up and awful it was just one of the many mysteries that I gave up trying to solve. I had bigger things to worry about. But Alex didn’t know that, so her instruction for me to cut him off too hurt. It felt like a betrayal. Perhaps that’s why I hid our relationship from her when we met again this year, as if she could somehow steal him from me again – though he was never mine back then, and I’m not wholly sure he was ever hers either.
‘We’re back!’ Jenny’s voice calls from the hallway, making me jump.
The two of them stomp into the kitchen laden with Waitrose bags, which they dump on the kitchen island.
‘You shouldn’t be cleaning!’ Jenny scolds and takes the tea towel from my hand. ‘This is your designated bride-to-be relaxing time; you were supposed to be upstairs doing a facemask—’
‘Alex went to the shops with you; that’s hardly bridal relaxation either.’
Alex shrugs and takes out one of the bottles of prosecco from the bag before popping the cork against the ceiling. ‘I don’t need to relax, I’m perfectly happy like this,’ she says as she starts pouring the prosecco with a glug into the freshly washed flutes.
I watch her as she knocks back the alcohol, and it seems like the terrified woman I saw in the cell only a few hours ago must have been a mirage. Alex looks completely at ease, as if this is her perfect idea of a hen-do. But surely she can’t feel that relaxed? Not with the way things are between us, not with the fear I saw in her eyes earlier today. Alex is keeping something from me – something huge – and I’m determined to find out what it is.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Then
When Alex thinks about what she did under the covers with Luke the night before, she feels a sick kind of horror. She can’t bear the idea of Millie finding out and hating her. Alex doesn’t even fully understand why she did it. Luke is fit, but she isn’t mad about him – not like she knows Millie is. Sometimes, Alex thinks she just does things because other people want her to, and she never has much choice either way. When Luke had kissed her last night, her whole body grew hot with the utter joy of being chosen – so she didn’t stop to think about whether she wanted to choose him back, or how him choosing her might make her best friend feel. But this morning, lying on the floor of Becca’s living room wrapped up in a duvet with Millie, it’s all she can think about.
‘I’m hungry,’ Millie whispers, trying not to wake up the other girls. On cue, Alex hears her stomach rumbling beneath the duvet.
‘I’ll get us something,’ Alex says, sliding out from under the covers and tiptoeing across the living room through to the kitchen, Millie following silently behind.
She pulls the only cereal she can find – All Bran – down from the top cupboard and pushes the box towards Millie, who predictably crinkles her nose up at it.
‘It’s all they’ve got,’ Alex tells her, and Millie shrugs before pouring a bowl.
Becca’s family is weirdly healthy – they never seem to have any proper snacks in the house – and Alex knows most of their dinners are organic and super green. At home, she gets to eat pretty much whatever she wants, except lately, she’s decided she’s getting a little bit fat so has put herself on a diet. Not that she’d ever admit that to anyone – especially not Millie, who she is forever telling off for saying such things about herself.
The problem with Millie isn’t that she’s not stick thin; it’s that she has no idea how perfect she already is. When Luke told Alex last night after kissing her that it was Millie he really liked, not Alex, underneath the utter humiliation of his rejection, she was excited for her friend. She imagined running upstairs to wake Millie and shrieking the news. Luke Matthews actually likes you, she’d squeal, and Millie would squeal back, and they could enjoy this revelation together. But Alex still had the smell of his cheap Lynx Africa spray on her vest top, and she knew she could never, ever tell Millie what had happened.
‘Please don’t tell Millie,’ Luke had begged after he kissed her. ‘I really like her, Alex. Don’t tell her we hooked up. Okay?’
Alex had nodded dumbly, feeling more used and stupid than ever.
‘She doesn’t like you, though,’ Alex had heard herself saying. ‘So it won’t matter. But I won’t tell her, even though she wouldn’t care.’
Watching Luke’s embarrassment didn’t make her feel any better and she regretted lying to him the second the words were out of her mouth. But it was too late for that – what’s done was done. She’d messed up any chance of Millie and Luke getting together because if they did, Millie would find out what she’d done with him last night, and Alex was certain that was the very worst thing that could happen to them both.
‘Are you not having any?’ Millie asks, and Alex shakes her head, ignoring the hunger in her belly swirling around with the emptiness of guilt. ‘Do you think Luke will come down soon?’ Millie asks between mouthfuls.
‘Oh my god, stop,’ Alex says, rolling her eyes.
‘I’m just asking!’ Millie laughs.
‘Mills,’ Alex says, trying to tread very carefully. ‘I know you like him—’
‘You like him—’
‘Oh, whatever, you like him too—’
‘Actually, I was going to tell you I think that I—’
Alex holds up her hand, desperate to make Millie stop, unable to hear any more confessions about Millie’s plans to get Luke interested in her. The last few weeks, she’d been quieter about him, and Alex thought maybe her infatuation had died down, but since the kiss, Alex has been rethinking it all and is absolutely certain that Millie is still obsessed with him and knowing that he felt the same made Alex feel quite sick.
‘I think we should make a pact,’ Alex hears herself blurting out.
‘A pact?’
Alex nods, warming to her theme. ‘We should agree that neither of us will ever go near Luke like that, okay? Not even a kiss. Nothing.’
Millie puts down her cereal bowl and cocks her head to the side, studying Alex as if trying to work out what she just said.
‘Al—’
‘No, I’m serious!’ Alex says, her voice too high-pitched to sound as casual as she wishes she could. ‘We both like him, like you said. But it’s not worth it. I’d die if he ever came between us. Properly die. So we have to promise, okay? From today onwards – no Luke Matthews.’
Millie looks down, and Alex wonders for a moment if she’s going to refuse, tell Alex that actually she wants to pursue Luke and he matters more to her than Alex ever will, but when she looks back up, Millie smiles sadly.
‘That’s probably a good idea,’ Millie says.
‘Yeah? Hoes before bros,’ Alex adds with a laugh, trying to break the weird tension that she feels between them. ‘You’re my best friend in the world, Mills. I’d die if we ever let anything – anyone – get between us.’
Millie bites her lip as if about to say something but then thinks better of it. ‘Same,’ she eventually says. ‘Okay, from this day forward, we promise to never, ever go near Luke Matthews,’ Millie states solemnly holding up her finger. ‘Pinkie promise,’ she says as she loops her little finger around Alex’s.
‘Pinkie promise,’ Alex replies, the guilt weighing heavy in her stomach.
But Alex is not breaking a promise, she tells herself, she promised from this day forward. So last night doesn’t count – it never happened, she’ll never tell anyone and nor will Luke. It’ll be their little secret.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Katie – Now
I feel very stupid for bringing up Becca with Millie earlier. I don’t think she understood at all what I was trying to say about Alex feeling guilty. I meant to show Millie how grateful I was to Alex for what she did; it’s true what I said, that without her evidence, I’ve no doubt he would never have faced justice. You don’t have to be a genius to work it out; without Alex, it would have been hearsay alone, and with no victim to speak up, someone had to do it. I meant that I understood what it’s like to feel responsible for someone’s fate – even if you weren’t the one who caused the final act. It’s a heavy cross to bear, and earlier, seeing Alex’s reaction to being stuck in the cell, I wondered if it was too much for her to know that she was the one, ultimately, who put him behind bars. As I pull on a plain black T-shirt and my most well-worn jeans for tonight’s events, I promise myself I’m going to find the courage to speak to Alex myself and thank her for what she did. No more skirting around and sitting in the background. I owe Becca that.
I make my way downstairs to the living room, where the party already sounds like it’s in full swing. Georgia and Jenny are dancing around to Stop by the Spice Girls, and I’m hit with a memory of crouching outside Becca’s room listening to the girls rehearse a dance routine to this song, Becca pausing it on the chorus and rewinding to make them do it again and again and again until it was perfect. By the look of Alex’s face, she’s remembering the same thing.
‘Katie!’ Georgia squeals when she spots me. Her cheeks are pink, and a sheen of sweat glosses her forehead. From the look of her eyes, she’s spent our designated ‘getting ready’ time drinking with Jenny. I can’t quite get a read on Georgia; she’s changed so much from the girl who was always hovering on the fringes of the group. She was the one I felt I would most like when I would watch them; always a little unsure of herself, never speaking up, bossed around by Becca non-stop. But now Georgia is full of something. Confidence? Pride? Or just alcohol? Now, I can’t imagine a single person who would get away with bossing her about. I think back to our conversation this morning, how she’s in a relationship that she has to hide, and it makes me wonder what could ever be so bad that Georgia wouldn’t want to shout about it from the rooftops.
‘Come dance with us,’ she says, beckoning me over, but I shake my head.
‘I don’t really dance, I… I’m going to get a drink,’ I say and dart into the kitchen before anyone can disagree.
It’s quiet in here, cool. The night is settling in, and the moors are black all around us. I think of the men we read about earlier today, escaped convicts running for their lives across these hills. This house is old and remote; I wonder if any of the men ever turned up on the doorstep, ravaged by the weather, desperate for somewhere to hide. I shake the thought off; if anything like that had ever happened here, we would know. It would have been written about in that weird prison museum. But as I glance out across the moors again, I can’t shake the feeling that someone is watching us.
‘Hey.’
I jump at the sound of Alex’s voice before turning around slowly to give my features time to rearrange themselves into something normal.
‘Hi.’
Alex runs her glass under the tap and takes a sip of water. She’s so close that I can smell her; unlike with the others, there’s no heavy artificial fragrance. Alex smells of the outdoors, a homely soft scent with a touch of sourness. I reach for a glass and copy her action.
‘You’re not drinking?’ she asks.
I shrug. ‘I don’t really drink, to be honest. It’s quite hard to keep up…’
Alex smiles, and I try to read it; is it pity? Can she see right through me? Does she know that this kind of thing is not something I ever do, ever get invited to? But the longer I look, the more the smile seems genuine.
‘Are you having a good time?’ I ask her.
The smile fades. ‘I suppose so.’
I sense this was the wrong question to ask, but I don’t know why.
‘You looked upset today,’ I say, and she narrows her eyes, her head cocked slightly to the side like our Golden Retriever used to do when we’d say something she didn’t understand.
‘No,’ she eventually says. ‘Why would I be upset?’
‘I guess I thought you might feel guilty—’
‘Guilty? I’ve got nothing to be guilty about.’
The conversation has taken a wrong turn very quickly, and I’m not sure how to get it back to the point where we were casually sipping water and chatting.
‘No, I didn’t mean that you should. I just thought that seeing where he was, you know, it might bring up, um, I don’t know. Stuff. Because you were the one who testified about him in court and that—’
‘Katie,’ she says, her voice low, and I know she’s mad, but I’m quite relieved she’s stopped me because my brain was letting all the words come out wrong, and I didn’t know how to stop it. ‘This is my hen-do,’ she says softly but not kindly. ‘I think perhaps you should get a glass of prosecco and join us in the living room – you don’t want to ruin things for Millie. Do you?’
I shake my head, furious at the threat of tears I feel stinging the back of my eyes. I never should have tried to speak to Alex, I’m not good at things like this, and now I’ve messed it up. She squeezes my arm before turning and walking out of the room while I take some deep breaths, trying to steady myself before doing as she asks and pouring myself a drink.

‘Okay, everyone is here – so let’s start!’ Georgia announces the second I walk into the room, and Jenny gives a slightly inebriated ‘Woop’.
If Jenny were anyone else, I’d probably feel a bit cross at seeing her so easily take up the fourth place in the group that my sister once proudly held. But it’s hard to resent someone like Jenny. She is uncomplicatedly happy, content in her own life – a part of the group but not entwined in it like the others. Perhaps it’s because she had eighteen whole years of living as a person in her own right before joining the other three. I’ve spent so many years dreaming of being in a friendship group like this one, but now that I see it up close, I’m not sure how much I’d have liked it. They always seemed like an unbreakable force, a closed-off private members’ club I absolutely did not have membership for, but watching them as adults, the club doesn’t hold quite the same magic as it once did. Jenny seems to have got the best of both worlds – at once in the group and out of it. She catches me watching her now and smiles up at me, then pats the empty space on the sofa next to her, as far from Alex as I can get.
‘I hope you’re ready for this,’ she says when I sit, and I raise an eyebrow to show I have no idea what ‘this’ is. ‘Never Have I Ever!’ she announces with a laugh. ‘You know the awful one you’d play as a teenager to show the boys how filthy you were?’ I laugh and nod, but of course, I have no actual frame of reference for this. When I was a teenager, I was essentially locked in my bedroom by my dad or comforting my crying mother. There was no playing games, especially not with boys.
‘Right, does everyone have a drink?’ Georgia asks from the centre of the room.
She darts towards me and pulls me up to my feet, throwing her arms around my shoulders. She doesn’t look as perfectly made up tonight as she has done so far, and it’s not just the tipsy state of her either. Her mascara has clumped and formed black spots in the corner of her eyes, and her foundation is cakey – something I find incredibly reassuring as every time I’ve ever tried to recreate the complicated make-up I see online, it has ended up exactly like Georgia’s tonight. Fine from far away but up close, not right at all.
‘I’m going to start us off,’ she says, and I wonder why I’ve been brought up to stand beside her like a spectacle.
‘No!’ Jenny shouts. ‘Bride goes first!’
‘Which one?’ Millie asks with a nervous laugh.
‘You!’
‘Okay…’ Millie looks down and bites her lip. I don’t know what we’re playing, but I get the feeling I’m not going to enjoy it very much when Millie looks up with a strange look in her eye. ‘Never Have I Ever… slept with a married man.’
I watch the chaos unfold around me while I reach for my drink. Georgia lifts her drink dramatically, and for some reason, this makes Jenny squeal. I take a sip of my drink, and Millie shouts, ‘Katie! You dark horse!’ I feel I’ve done something wrong, and I’m not sure what it is, but Georgia lets me out of her grip, so I sit back down on the couch.
‘In the name of equality,’ Georgia says, ‘we should always assume the question includes both men and women.’
‘Oh, thank you, you’re really showing your allyship there, babe,’ Jenny says with a laugh. ‘But I’m still not drinking.’
‘Of course not,’ Georgia says, rolling her eyes.
‘So Katie, we’ll come to you in a minute,’ Jenny says, and Millie laughs. ‘But who was yours, G?’
Georgia smiles and shakes her head, her blonde hair falling across her shoulders, making her look like something out of a film.
‘Nope, you’re not getting any details about my married man,’ she says as Jenny and Millie boo her, but Alex stares straight ahead as if she’s not here at all. ‘What about you, Katie? You don’t seem the type,’ she asks me.
Suddenly, all eyes are on me. ‘The type…?’
‘To sleep with a married man—’
‘Or woman!’
‘What?’ I say, feeling a flush of red creep up my neck. ‘I’m not!’
Millie laughs. ‘But you drank!’
I shake my head, totally and utterly lost.
‘Babe, have you not played this before?’ she asks, and I shake my head, exposed as the social outcast I am.
‘Okay, rules of the game!’ Georgia states loudly. ‘If you’ve done the thing someone says, you drink. If you’ve not done it, don’t drink. Got it?’ I look up and nod, grateful that no one is making a thing of this for me.
‘Right,’ Georgia says. ‘My go!’ There’s a pause while she thinks, and I absent-mindedly take a sip of the sour prosecco before almost spitting it back out. Am I allowed to drink now? I look around, but the others don’t seem to have noticed. ‘Never Have I Ever had a threesome.’
Jenny, Alex and Georgia all drink, but I’m relieved to see Millie doesn’t.
‘With Dan?’ Jenny asks Alex.
‘God, no! You remember Lewis from first year? Him and this random girl we met at Club A.’ She shakes her head and screws up her face. ‘It was bloody awful.’ The others all laugh, and so I join in, as if a threesome being ‘bloody awful’ is something I know well.
‘Okay, Katie, your go!’ Millie says to me, and I freeze.
My go? My mouth loses all its moisture at once, and I wish more than anything that I had not come this weekend. I have no idea what to say. I pause for too long, and the others sense it, the laughter disappearing from the room and replaced with awkward silence. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t really know what to say…’
Alex sighs loudly, and I know she’s thinking how much she wishes I wasn’t here. I don’t fit, I am ruining her weekend, and I know it. I look down at the carpet, my cheeks burning.
‘Hey,’ Georgia says. ‘I know, why don’t we write ours down instead and then pull them from this basket?’ I look up to see her holding a handwoven wicker basket next to the fireplace. ‘That way, it’s not quite so terrifying being put on the spot?’
I want to hug her then, this woman who barely knows me but can obviously sense I am not going to be able to do this, to blend in and speak like I have some sort of life like the others. The others readily agree despite Alex’s eye rolls, and Jenny darts off to get a pad of paper and some pens. As she rips up the paper and hands us each a few torn strips, I smile at Georgia from beneath my fringe, and she winks at me.
I watch the others eagerly writing their Never Have I Evers and concentrate hard on my own. Without the glare of everyone’s eyes on me, the words come much easier.
I chuck my paper in the basket and smile, pleased with myself. Some of these will be good fun. I’m sure of it.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Alex – Now
Why does Katie look so pleased with herself? I’m certain that we can’t trust her. The back of my neck tickles as I remember the words on the prison wall today. The words you imagined. But I didn’t imagine them; how could I have seen them one minute then they disappeared the next? Perhaps I am losing it. But if I’m not, it means someone wrote them and somehow got rid of them too; most likely the person who forced us to visit the prison in the first place. I need to be on my guard tonight; there’s a sour taste in the air, and I’m sure Katie knows more than she’s letting on. I don’t buy her innocent little girl act, claiming she doesn’t even understand the rules of this silly hen-do game.
‘Okay, who’s going to be first to pull one out?’ Jenny says with a dirty laugh, though her intended innuendo doesn’t make any sense. ‘Come on, bride-to-be!’ She gestures towards me, and I try not to wince at her words. I wish everyone would stop calling me that. But I don’t say anything and instead stick my hand into the wicker basket and pull out a piece of paper.
‘Never Have I Ever…’ I start the rhyme while I unwrap the words. ‘Kissed a girl and liked it.’ The innocence of the question makes me laugh despite myself and nearly all of us drink, bar Katie, then tell each other our best girl kisses – Jenny, of course, has the most exhaustive list.
Millie is next to draw and has a similarly silly question about blowjobs which even Katie drinks to, her face bright red as she does it while the others cheer her on. Am I demonising her purely because I’m jealous of her new friendship with Millie? The more I watch her, the less sure I become that she has an ulterior motive; she doesn’t seem sharp enough to be plotting anything for a start. I don’t know what to think anymore.

Twenty minutes into the game, my head is fuzzy with prosecco, and my cheeks are pleasantly warmed by the fire. Georgia cooked a few pizzas, and I let myself eat until I was full, a decision I’m now regretting as I feel the fat and carbs sitting heavy in my stomach. At least my earlier paranoia is wearing off. I can’t believe I got myself into such a state at the prison. The electric tripped, the lights went off, that was all. The words on the wall must have been some sort of bizarre trick of the light, my guilty conscience conjuring them up. The longer I watch Katie, the more I see someone timid and unsure of themselves – not someone capable of an elaborate plan to guilt me about the past.
So much of this weekend, of being here at all, is wrong, but if I let myself forget all of that for a moment, I can enjoy the sounds of my friends’ laughter and pretend we are back in a time before everything got so complicated and awful.
‘I’ll get another bottle,’ Katie says.
‘My turn to pull,’ Millie says, and Jenny shouts, ‘Oi oi!’ like a burly bloke, causing me to roll my eyes. I wish we could all be more like Jenny – what must it be like to be that carefree? ‘Never have I ever…’ Katie walks back into the room as Millie’s eyes crease in confusion at the words in front of her.
‘Come on,’ Jenny says, ‘can’t be that filthy.’ But Millie still doesn’t finish her sentence, her mouth opening and shutting like she used to do in class when the teacher asked her a question she didn’t know the answer to. Jenny leans over and grabs the paper from her hand, calling her a prude.
‘Never Have I Ever slept with an older man,’ Jenny reads, shrugging.
I watch as Millie swallows, not drinking, just gulping in air. I know what she is thinking about; I know who she is thinking about. But she’ll never drink.
‘Well, this one is easy for me,’ Jenny says, slamming her untouched drink on the table. ‘Anyone else?’ Everyone shakes their head.
‘How much older are we talking?’ Georgia asks.
‘I’ve never slept with a man, as you know, but if I did, I probably would go for an older one,’ Jenny muses. ‘I was very into older women when I was a teenager. Demi Moore particularly.’
‘She’s aged like fine wine,’ Georgia agrees.
‘My sixteenth birthday wish involved her, if I remember rightly. If only it had come true!’ Jenny laughs.
‘Well, if it had, that would have been illegal,’ Katie snaps.
‘Not technically,’ Jenny crinkles her nose. ‘Gross, maybe, but not illegal. Technically, you’re an adult at sixteen, so can have sex with anyone you want. No matter how old…’ She looks up at our disgusted faces and stops. ‘I’m not saying it’s right! But it’s not technically illegal. Anyway…’
Katie doesn’t say anything but looks angrily into the fire; I know who she is thinking about. I know who Millie is thinking about too. I suppose he would have been twice her age back then; it doesn’t take much to double fifteen. And that is most definitely illegal.
‘Okay I’m bored, who’s next?’ Georgia says, offering the basket around.
‘I’ll go,’ I say, desperate to change the subject and to bring Millie back into the room. I grab one of the remaining bits of paper and read it quickly before I even know what I’m saying. ‘Never Have I Ever lied about shagging someone.’ The hairs on the back of my neck prick up because this is starting to feel pointed. I look around the room, studying each face that looks back at me.
Jenny drinks with a giggle. Katie shakes her head, as usual. Georgia shrugs at me, as if to say, why would I lie? And Millie, Millie is sitting stock still, staring at the fire.
Too drunk to notice the tension, Jenny grabs the basket from me and reads another. ‘Never Have I Ever lied to get my own way… oh, these are getting weird! Come on, where are the kinky ones? I think it’s safe to say we’ve all done that so drink up! I’m going again.’
I down my prosecco and wish it was something stronger; this game has taken a horrible turn, and I want it to end right now. ‘Last one!’ Jenny cries in a sing-song tone. ‘Never Have I Ever… What the fuck?’ She looks up at us then, frowning.
‘What?’ Millie says, her voice tight and desperate. ‘What does it say?’
Jenny looks down at the paper in her hand and reads, her sing-song voice now gone and replaced with a confused whisper. ‘Never Have I Ever… ruined someone’s life.’



Chapter Twenty-Five
Jenny – Now
That was a bloody weird night. What the hell is going on with everyone? I do feel, not for the first time, that I’ve perhaps missed out on some huge secret, but perhaps that’s the guilt of keeping my own. But I know I’m doing the right thing not saying anything yet; something is off with everyone, and I’m not going to add more tension on top. I do love these girls, but I have not missed their constant dramas. Still, it’ll make a good story for Lainey when I’m home. She’s somewhat obsessed with Millie, Alex and Georgia. Like me, she never had a close group of girlfriends or siblings growing up, so the idea of being in a tight-knit group like this is totally baffling to her. I must admit, they’re still somewhat baffling to me – even after all these years. I creep downstairs to the loo and tell myself I’ll text her when I get back to bed.
Tonight’s game fizzled to a weird end after Alex’s odd ‘Never Have I Ever’ joke about ruining someone’s life. She said she’d meant it to be funny, telling a story about how this girl from school said Georgia had ‘ruined her life’ when she beat her in the high jump. Georgia laughed along, but both Millie and Katie looked pretty confused, and I didn’t see why it was funny, but then my sense of humour is a bit off since Theo, so god knows.
I continue down the oak stairs with only my phone torch for light. Outside, the wind is roaring around the house like something out of a bloody horror movie. I wish for the millionth time since we got here that I hadn’t let Georgia convince me that this rural, creepy-ass location was better than the flat I’d found us in central Edinburgh. We need to get away from everything and have a chance to unwind; we already live in the city; this will be a nice change, she’d purred down the phone late at night after I sent her a blog titled ‘Ten of the best things to do in Edinburgh’. It was one of the nights that Theo was screaming non-stop, and that was what convinced me – the idea of countryside silence and a good night’s sleep. Only it turns out it’s most definitely not silent in the country, there’s always some terrifying howling wind or screeching fox in the darkness. Creepy! Give me the drunken cheers of late-night revellers any day over this.
After finishing my midnight wee, I slip into the kitchen to grab some water to take up in the hope that a few glugs might magically spare me tomorrow’s hangover.
‘Jesus Christ!’ I nearly drop my glass at the sight of a person hunched over the table.
‘Sorry,’ the shadowy figure says.
‘Al, what the fuck are you doing sat here in the dark?’
I pull up a chair and sit beside Alex, my heart banging like the bloody clappers. This spooky house! I lower the phone torch, and in turn, she lowers her hands from her face; she’s been crying.
‘Mate,’ I say, reaching out to rub her arm – it’s cold, like she’s been here for much longer than she should have. My first thought is that she’s found out what I’m doing behind her back before I’ve had a chance to tell her, and guilt bites at me. ‘What’s going on?’ I turn my phone face down on the table so the torch beams up to the ceiling between the two of us, enough to see each other’s faces but not enough to light the whole room and break the feeling of intimacy sneaking around in the dark gives us.
‘You bloody liar,’ Alex says, and for a minute, I’m taken aback, caught out. I try and think how to explain; to put it in a way that won’t hurt her feelings, but then I notice the small smile on her face.
‘Oh shit,’ I say, relaxing; she’s looking at my phone. The phone I’m not supposed to have. ‘Don’t tell G on me, please!’
She gives a small laugh and shakes her head. ‘Your secret is safe with me.’
‘I need it,’ I say, like some sort of junkie. ‘For Lainey and Theo, you know, in case anything happens. I couldn’t just be like, “Soz babe, good luck with the baby, but I’m at a no-phone-hen!”’
Alex nods again, but now her eyes are sad, as if she has no one to worry about phoning at all. One of the many reasons I’m hiding what Lainey and I have planned is because of moments like this, where Alex gives up the pretence of being strong and sorted, and I see her for who she is.
‘I’m surprised you didn’t sneak yours away to text Dan,’ I say to try and fill the silence between us. I’ve always admired their relationship. Dan adores her – I saw that the very first time I met him, he was totally besotted. But they don’t live in each other’s pockets; Alex was never one of those friends who dropped everything when in a relationship, unlike poor Millie, who clings on so hard that we’ve come to accept her silence for the first few weeks of any new relationship. Luke has been the worst of the bunch, admittedly, but then I’ve been so busy myself, I can’t exactly claim a ‘friend of the year’ award either. But Alex and Dan are solid – stable. One of the good couples you just know have got their shit together in every way. Knowing this makes my recent decision feel less selfish; Alex will always have Dan. No matter what happens.
I look up at Alex and see tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘Oh babe,’ I say, ‘what the bloody hell is going on?’
Alex looks across at me, and the tears continue, but her eyes are blank, as if there’s nothing particularly upsetting happening and the tears are flowing of their own free will, totally unconnected to her. The effect in the darkness is unnerving, and I stand to switch on the lights, but she mumbles, ‘Don’t,’ so I sit back down quietly.
‘I didn’t put that paper in tonight,’ she says quietly. ‘About ruining someone’s life. It was someone else, someone who…’
‘What do you mean?’ I ask. ‘Why would someone do that?’
Alex says nothing, but I can see the whites of her eyes staring at me in the darkness. It’s unnerving.
‘You don’t seem okay, Al. Shall I call Dan?’
‘No,’ she says, snapping out of her silence.
‘Why not? I’m worried about you. I don’t understand what’s going on.’
‘Just don’t call him. Promise? You can’t call Dan.’
‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I won’t. But you have to tell me what’s going on. Are things between you and Dan… okay?’ I ask, but it seems silly because of course things are okay; they’re getting married. More than that, they’re Alex and Dan. Things are always okay.
‘Things are…’ She starts, then stops and turns to look out of the window. The wind is picking up, howling sporadically like a grieving lover.
‘I think we might be about to get a storm,’ I say when Alex doesn’t continue and sure enough, a rumble of thunder soon follows my words.
‘Dan loves storms,’ she says simply. Sadly. I cock my head to the side. The tears can’t be about Dan. Surely?
‘How is Dan?’ I ask simply, as if I might trick her into talking. ‘I haven’t seen him for ages.’ She shakes her head slowly. Jesus, something is really, really wrong. ‘Al, babe, come on, you’re worrying me now. You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on, or I’m going to call him right now.’
She meets my eyes for the first time and I see it – fear. Alex is bloody terrified of something. Of Dan? No, that’s ridiculous. Not the great hulking Aussie who adores every single thing about her, who brings me a beer the second I set foot in the house and drags me into a bear hug like he hasn’t seen me for centuries. When is the last time I saw him, though? When is the last time I stepped into their super clean kitchen? I rack my brains, but I can’t picture it. It must have been before Theo was born. Shit me, it may well have been a year since I’ve seen Dan in person.
‘Something’s happened,’ she says, her voice small like a child’s – nothing like Alex’s at all. ‘Me and Dan… we…’
‘You’re what?’
‘Things aren’t… Things are bad.’
I shake my head as a clap of lightning briefly illuminates us both with sharp white light, then disappears as quickly. ‘But you’re getting married in a few months—’
‘No,’ she says, louder than before. ‘No, we’re not.’
Another lightning flash illuminates the kitchen, and Alex’s face is hollowed out across from me like something from a horror movie. For a moment, it looks like she’s silently screaming, but then the lightning disappears and in the dim phone light, I see she is staring at me blankly, her mouth shut, her eyes blank – nothing like the distorted horror movie mask my mind painted seconds ago.
‘I’m going to make us a drink,’ I say. ‘And then you’re going to tell me everything.’

I’ve poured us both some Cotswold Whisky I had stored in a hipflask in my bedroom, a present from Lainey tucked into the hidden part of my suitcase. She knows these weekends are prosecco and cocktail-filled, and she knows all I ever want is something musky and strong. I get that feeling again when I think of her, a tugging in the bottom of my stomach like I shouldn’t be here at all but home with her and Theo, curled up in our king-sized bed deep beneath the duvet, Theo sleeping soundly in the cot at the foot of the bed. The image is a fallacy, of course. Theo barely sleeps and the cover is usually half ripped off, one or both of us desperately trying to woo him back to sleep. But still, there’s comfort there; even in the middle of the night when he won’t stop screaming, there is still more comfort there than here, and I wish, I wish I could take back leaving them for this.
Alex has finally allowed me to switch on the under-counter lights in here so the kitchen is lit with a warm yellow glow – a more suitable background for the conversation we need to have. The storm has, thank god, died down and the rain only patters against the windows now rather than lashes. I’ve even worked out how to turn the underfloor heating on so our feet are warm against the tiles and the space feels cosy.
Opposite me, Alex nurses her whisky. Her tears are now dry and she’s looking more like her usual self, if not somewhat resigned to the fate of having to open up to me.
‘Dan… I’m going to lose him,’ Alex says, her voice betraying no emotion.
Mine, on the other hand, drips with it as I exclaim, ‘What?’ so loudly she shushes me. ‘Sorry. But what the fuck, Al? What do you mean?’
‘I found some… stuff out.’ Her eyes slide to the whisky swilling in her glass, and my brain rushes, trying to understand what she means.
‘About Dan?’ I ask, and she nods, keeping her head down. ‘But that’s…’ For a moment, I’m at a loss. Dan is cheating? DAN? My brain can’t compute, so we just sit, the rain pattering at the windows, the wind slowly but surely picking back up to a howl. ‘But what about the wedding?’ I eventually say and hear, as soon as the words are out, how insufficient they are.
‘I don’t think we’ll make it to the wedding,’ she says stoically.
‘Have you confronted him about it?’
She shakes her head, and I’m incensed, the howling wind matching my anger as it begins to whip once again at the windows. ‘But how… how could he?’
‘It’s my fault,’ Alex says quietly. ‘I think I deserve it…’
‘You’re defending him? Al, I love you, but what the fuck?’
‘It’s not as simple as that…’ She keeps swilling her whisky, then takes a sip as if for Dutch courage.
‘But the video,’ I say weakly. ‘Why would he say all those things about you to Georgia on video if he was going to leave?’
She shakes her head and smiles sadly. ‘That was recorded ages ago, by Millie, the first time we planned my hen-do. Don’t you remember? We had to cancel last minute.’ She shrugs, and I do, of course, remember now.
This weekend was never meant to be like this. Alex’s first hen-do was a much larger gathering that included all her work friends and gym friends and everyone she had ever met, judging by the size of the WhatsApp group. I was not excited to go, so barely took part in any of the pre-hen chat; Lainey was struggling with Theo, and I didn’t want to leave her side for a minute, let alone a whole weekend. Then, the hen-do got cancelled. Alex said it was something to do with the Airbnb double-booking us, and I didn’t question it because I was so glad to be able to stay at home.
‘Was that why you cancelled your previous hen-do?’ I ask, and Alex nods.
She shrugs. ‘I had just found out. I couldn’t go through with it after that.’
It hurts to see Alex like this. She’s always been the strong one, the ‘give no fucks take no shit’ one of the group, and yet she’s in front of me hunched over like a wronged woman with no fight left in her at all. Guilt further edges at me; how can I ever tell her now?
‘But Al, why didn’t you tell us? Why did you come this weekend? Why have you gone along with all this stupid bride shit?’ I ask.
She laughs, but it’s hollow, sad. ‘I didn’t exactly know you were throwing me a hen-do, did I?’
More guilt niggles at me as I remember Alex’s face as we did the big ‘this is your hen-do’ reveal when we got here. I did think she didn’t look exactly thrilled but thought I must be overthinking it; a hater of surprises myself, I convinced myself I was projecting.
‘Bloody hell, Al. You should have said,’ I say when what I really mean is I’m so sorry. She shrugs and pulls her cardigan around her thin shoulders, she looks so small and frightened, nothing like the Alex I’m used to, and I pull her into a hug; she breathes hard against my shoulder and mumbles something. ‘What?’ I ask, pulling away from our embrace.
‘I feel like I’m being punished…’ she whispers.
‘But you haven’t done anything wrong,’ I reply, as if this is the most obvious thing in the world, but then her face crumbles. Outside, there is a snap. Like someone stepping on a stick on the patio outside the kitchen windows.
‘Someone’s out there,’ Alex hisses.
‘What? Who?’
She jumps up and presses her face to the glass doors; my pulse races at the thought of a faceless person outside, watching us. But she’s being paranoid, surely?
‘There’s no one there,’ I say, standing up to pull her away.
‘I saw them,’ she whispers again.
‘Saw who?’
But now Alex is silent, her eyes darting around the kitchen as if this mysterious person is in here with us and she’s the only one who can see him. The effect is chilling, and I wish for the ten thousandth time we hadn’t come to this stupid house with its gigantic windows looking out onto black nothingness; I let my mind entertain her paranoia for a moment and find myself panicking that calling the police would still leave us stranded. We’re miles and miles from civilisation. Our only neighbour is another stupidly big house like this a few miles down the road and likely empty or full of tipsy women renting it out like us; no use at all.
‘Perhaps I should wake the others,’ I say, no longer wanting to be the sole sane person down here. ‘If there’s someone outside, we should—’
‘No,’ Alex snaps. I look at her, and it’s like some sort of magician has been in and waved a wand; she is back to the old Alex. No shivering, no roaming eyes; she stands stock still, her cardigan hanging loosely by her sides, her arms crossed. ‘There’s no one there, you’re right. It was just the wind.’
I frown. What the bloody hell is going on with her? ‘But—’
‘Come on,’ she says, taking me by the hand and leading me out of the kitchen. ‘Let’s go to bed. We’re going to be knackered in the morning.’
‘But Al, what about Dan? What about—’
‘We can talk about that another time,’ she says. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’ She turns and flashes me a muted smile as we walk up the stairs.
As we reach my bedroom, she lets go of my hand, pulls me in for a brief hug and says goodnight before striding away to her own bedroom.
I crawl into bed and pull the covers up to my chin, the wind still howling outside. There are many secrets in this house; too many. I tap out a text to Lainey.
I can’t tell them this weekend. I know you want me to, but I can’t. The timing’s not right. I’m sorry. I love you x


The moment I’ve sent it, Lainey rings me, just like I knew she would.



Chapter Twenty-Six
Then
The day after the pact, Millie sees him again. Part of her feels guilty at keeping this huge secret from Alex, but she knows she’ll never understand. She tried to tell her yesterday in Becca’s kitchen, the words right on the tip of her tongue, but then Alex made her promise to stay away from Luke, and the whole thing became impossible to confess. Alex still saw them both as little kids, she wouldn’t understand Millie wasn’t that girl anymore – she was a proper woman now, in a proper relationship. One that far outweighed silly pacts and sleepovers.
She didn’t tell him about the pact, as if admitting to pinkie promising with her best friend would only highlight the thing she most wanted to not be. A stupid little girl. Because when she was with him, it wasn’t like that. She became someone who had a future – who was worth listening to. She’d never been that person before.
They met in the maths block this morning, nothing happened – nothing like that. They’re always careful at school to make sure no one suspects anything, and it’s fun, she likes to have something for herself – something that she doesn’t have to share with all of her friends. She’s never really had anything of her own; she used to dream of her own bedroom when she was a kid, somewhere that she could shut the door and be alone whenever she liked. She never had any space to think in the many foster homes she’d endured over her short life – nothing was ever truly hers.
But he is.
He’s all hers.
On the walk to lunch, she sees Georgia across the field and waves at her. She jogs over, her rucksack bouncing in time with her feet.
‘Oh my god,’ she says when she’s within touching distance of Millie. ‘Becca is being such a bitch today!’
Millie laughs, as this is the same conversation they have most days, yet Millie finds herself unable to care all that much about any of Becca’s dramas right now.
‘What’s she done now?’ she asks as they step into the cafeteria.
Instantly, though, her attention is distracted as she scours the dining hall looking for him. Only when she’s certain he’s not there does she turn her attention back to Georgia.
‘… And then she started going on about how he’d never be interested in me because I was just a kid, and I said I’m the exact same age as she is! But she just rolled her eyes like I was wrong. She’s so annoying.’
‘Mmm,’ Millie says while leaning forward to grab the last chicken mayonnaise baguette.
Behind her, Becca appears with Alex and wraps her arms around Millie’s waist.
‘Careful, Mills. Too many of those, and I won’t be able to reach around you anymore.’
‘Stop being a dick,’ Alex says, punching Becca in the arm.
But it’s too late, Millie’s lost her appetite, and as the four of them take a seat on the only remaining table, Millie breaks the baguette into four small pieces and shares it between them.
‘We should actually do this with all our food,’ Becca suggests, popping a piece of bread into her mouth. ‘Save on the calories. Oh my god, yes, let’s do it until the end of term and see who loses the most weight.’
‘That’s a horrible idea,’ Alex says.
‘Well, for you and me, yeah, because we have the least to lose, so we’re unlikely to win, but it’ll be fun to see how G and Mills get on.’ Becca gives them a wicked smile, and Millie watches Georgia try to shrink herself down. ‘Plus, we might have some more gossip if these two could slim down and get themselves boyfriends.’
How much Millie wishes she could tell Becca the truth, to wipe the smug smile off her annoyingly pretty face, but she says nothing as she swallows a small piece of mayonnaise-coated chicken because she’s finally spotted him. He stands in the corner of the dining hall, casting a watchful eye over the rest of them. When he spots her, his face breaks into a huge smile that he’s quick to cover, but she saw it – the way he lit up. She doesn’t need to be anything other than who she is to make him look like that. Screw Becca and her nasty comments. She has everything she needs, and none of them know a thing about it.
‘Fuck me, he’s so fit,’ Becca says while pulling apart a piece of bread roll.
‘Who?’ Alex says, although she’s not actually that interested. Becca is always calling someone the fittest person in the world until the next day when she’s lost interest in them.
‘Mr B,’ she says, sighing and looking across the lunch hall at him.
‘Ewww!’ Georgia screeches, and Alex laughs.
‘You’re sick,’ she tells her, and Becca bites her lip in a way she thinks is seductive.
‘Oh, come on, you know you would.’
‘I definitely would not, he’s old.’
Becca shrugs. ‘The older they are, the more experience. Plus, he’s not that old.’
Georgia’s cheeks glow red, and she looks over at the table to Millie for reassurance, as if the conversation is way out of her comfort zone.
‘He is pretty fit, for an old guy,’ Georgia concedes, pretty unconvincingly. She kicks Millie under the table, an action which seems to bring her back to the room.
‘I’m going to get a water,’ Millie says, leaving the table.
‘What’s up with her lately?’ Becca says when she’s gone.
‘Nothing. She’s fine. What do you mean?’ Alex says, staring after Millie as she crosses the canteen.
Becca shrugs. ‘Dunno, just seems a bit weird to me.’ She rips off the remaining morsel of bread and pops it into her mouth. ‘Like you’d tell us even if you knew. You two are like your own secret little club sometimes.’
Alex tells Becca to shut up, but in truth, she likes it when Becca says things like that. They’re a foursome – always have been, always will be – but Alex and Millie are also a twosome. Though she can’t shake the feeling lately that Millie is slipping out of her grasp, and she doesn’t like it at all.



SUNDAY



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Georgia – Now
Alex is still sullen-faced this morning while Jenny busies herself around her like some sort of maid. It’s so irritating! Millie is quiet, even more so than yesterday, and doesn’t seem to be noticing Alex much at all. And Katie is… Katie is just Katie. I can’t work her out at all. I try to avoid looking at her for too long now because all I can see is Becca staring back at me accusingly, and that’s the last thing I need today.
We’re gathered around the breakfast table, my efforts to create the perfect spread once again going unnoticed as they dig into their food. I say dig in, but actually, Jenny and Katie are the only ones properly eating. Millie has a bowl of granola that’s swimming in milk and has been submerged for so long it’s starting to resemble porridge, while Alex has a banana she’s been picking at for the last ten minutes, like a confused monkey.
‘So, ladies,’ I say, clapping my hands like a teacher and instantly regretting it as the sound rings out amongst the silence of the kitchen. ‘How’s everyone feeling this morning?’
‘Good!’ Jenny replies with a fake smile plastered on her face.
‘You look tired,’ I say. ‘Did you not sleep well?’
She shakes her head. ‘I was out for the count the second I lay down.’
Liar.
‘Brides-to-be, how about you?’ I flick a glance between Alex and Millie.
‘All good,’ Alex answers, shoving the rest of the banana in her mouth like it will stop me questioning her further.
‘I slept okay,’ Millie offers quietly.
‘What are the plans again today, Georgia?’ Katie asks politely.
I gather up the plates and bowls from the table, pouring Millie’s uneaten granola down the waste disposal before chucking Alex’s discarded banana skin in the bin.
‘Seeing as you all look so knackered, you’ll be very glad to hear we’re having a morning at the house and Jenny has put together pamper kits for everyone,’ I tell them, nodding at Jenny, who smiles like a good assistant. ‘Then we have some afternoon activities also at the house, which is probably good as the BBC says we’re going to have a really bad storm later today.’
Katie’s body tenses as I say this, and I wonder what is so bad about a storm; perhaps it’s the idea of being stuck here with us? Unable to escape?
But before I can ask her, she smiles sweetly and says, ‘That all sounds lovely.’
Unable to get anything remotely close to enthusiasm from our brides-to-be, I shoo everyone but Jenny out of the kitchen so we can tidy up and tell them to be back downstairs in 40 minutes. I resist the urge to tell them to bring some bloody smiles with them.

‘G,’ Jenny says as we load the plates into the dishwasher. ‘We might need to rethink some of our plans…’
‘Rethink? Why?’
‘I just don’t think Al is enjoying all this bride stuff—’
‘Bride stuff? It’s her hen-do! Even Alex can lean into being “basic” for a few days.’
‘It’s not that,’ Jenny says, shutting the dishwasher and stepping back.
She looks nervous, and I’m reminded of how much she hates any sort of drama in the group. She didn’t grow up with us, she isn’t used to it. She doesn’t understand how we can sling insults like we hate each other and then crawl into each other’s beds the very same night as if nothing has happened. Though, we seem to have lost that closeness now. Something changed over the last year between us, even before my relationship complicated matters. We used to pop in and out of each other’s places all the time but since Jenny moved further out of the city and I started to travel more, a lot of that stopped, and our closeness gradually withered. I can’t say that it’s a bad thing – stepping back allowed me to see our friendship for what it really is and see my friends for who they really are.
‘Then what is it?’ I ask patiently, while ringing a damp tea towel between my hands.
Jenny’s eyes shoot to the ceiling as if checking no one can hear before speaking. ‘It’s her and Dan,’ she says. ‘I don’t think the wedding is going ahead.’
I narrow my eyes, caught totally off-guard. I hadn’t planned for this; I didn’t think Alex would ever admit this weakness, and for a moment, I have no idea what to say. Then I realise I can use this to my advantage.
‘Oh wow,’ I say. ‘God, that’s really… Are you sure? Why do you think that?’
Jenny sits at the kitchen table, and I join her.
‘She told me last night.’
‘I knew you’d not gone straight to bed,’ I say before I’m able to stop myself, and it comes out exactly like I didn’t want it to sound – like I’ve been left out once again.
‘I did,’ Jenny says. ‘But then I got back up to get a glass of water, and Al was down here in the dark… honestly, mate, I’ve never seen her like that before.’
I have to stop myself rolling my eyes because I’m sure Alex was nothing but contained like she always is. ‘What did she say about Dan?’
Jenny frowns. ‘Honestly, not that much, just that she found something out a few months ago, and it means the wedding isn’t going ahead…’
I bite my lip. This is so bloody typical of Alex to get in there first with her sob story before I have a chance to reveal the real truth. Of course Jenny would fall for it. Will the others? When they find out what’s been going on, will I be painted as the villain and Alex as the innocent victim? Anger bubbles in my stomach; I can’t let that happen.
‘Did she say… why?’ I ask cautiously.
Jenny shakes her head. ‘No, but she was really shaken up. It was horrible, seeing her like that.’
‘Mmm, I bet.’
‘I haven’t spoken to Dan in months. Have you?’
I frown, looking out of the window as if thinking. ‘No,’ I finally say.
‘It sounds like he’s been… God, I can barely say it. It sounds like he’s cheated on her, but I can’t imagine him doing that. Can you? Dan adores Alex.’
I shrug my shoulders as if to say ‘who knows’.
‘So you think we should call everything off?’ I ask. ‘Just go home?’
Jenny sighs and presses her palms into her forehead. ‘No,’ she eventually says. ‘Al didn’t want anyone else to know, and I can’t see how we can call it all off without alerting everyone.’
‘Doesn’t Millie know?’
‘I don’t think so,’ Jenny says. ‘Something’s going on between the two of them. Don’t you think? Something seems… off.’
I tilt my head to the side and sigh. ‘I guess so. I don’t know; those two are the Khloé Kardashian and Tristan Thompson of friendships; who knows what the fuck is up with them half the time.’
Jenny laughs, and I feel the small flurry of satisfaction I always get from making one of the group laugh. When I was younger, it was all I had to offer. Becca was the hot one, Alex was the clever, sporty one, Millie was the cute, pretty, naive one, and I was often the one in the background – only noticeable when a snarky comment would land with its desired effect. After Becca died, I leaned into this identity more and eventually, people forgot I was ever the pudgy, shy girl in the background, and I became known for my over-dramatic ways – I gained the ability to build someone up with a single comment and destroy them just as easily. But underneath, I never really shook off that feeling of being the pudgy, shy girl, and my body never let me forget it either. Then I met him, and he transformed me into the person I always wanted the world to believe I was. Not just how I look on the outside – which admittedly is about one hundred times better – but how I felt on the inside, too. He changed everything about me for the better.
‘So what shall we do about it?’ I ask, as if I don’t already know exactly what I’m going to do.
Jenny shakes her head, worrying at her lip in a way that makes me desperately want to warn her how chapped they’ll end up if she doesn’t stop, but I hold my tongue.
‘How about,’ I say, as if the idea is coming to me on the spot, ‘we just tone down all the bridal stuff and make it more about our friendship? The last thing Al needs is to be in some sort of dumb argument with Millie right now; they obviously just need a bit of a nudge to sort things out.’
Jenny thinks for a second, then nods her head. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You’re right.’
‘They just need reminding of how long they’ve been friends,’ I say. ‘This afternoon was going to be all about the future, but I think it would help if Alex and Millie were given a proper reminder of their pasts.’
Jenny smiles, as if what I’ve said is sweet, and I smile back, knowing that’s not what I mean at all.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Millie – Now
Jenny keeps smiling at me like some sort of lunatic, her eyes wide and poking out from the white sheet mask on her face, the overall effect reminiscent of Jack Nicholson in The Shining. I tell her this and the smile fades.
‘You hated that film,’ Georgia says, her own facemask slipping off her perfect skin in a grotesque fashion. ‘Do you remember?’
I roll my eyes, wishing I’d never brought it up. ‘Because you all left me alone to watch it despite the fact I was the only one who didn’t want to watch it in the first place,’ I say.
‘We didn’t leave you!’ Georgia squeals with a laugh. ‘We fell asleep!’
‘Same thing,’ I say.
‘Hardly,’ Georgia chides, nudging me with her elbow like we’re back at one of those teenage sleepovers. ‘Do you remember, Al? The three of us completely conked out and only woke up when poor Mills started screaming—’
‘I wasn’t screaming—’
‘You were,’ Alex chips in, and I’m surprised to hear her voice. ‘You wouldn’t stop until I took the DVD out and hid it in the freezer—’
‘Like Joey on Friends—’ Georgia cuts in.
Alex laughs. ‘Exactly like Joey. You were petrified.’
I close my eyes and tap down my own facemask, the gloopy wet liquid sinking into my skin.
‘I remember that,’ Katie says quietly. ‘You were all staying at ours, weren’t you?’
‘We were,’ Georgia says, a hint of sadness in her voice.
‘I begged Becca to let me come in and watch the film, but she wouldn’t,’ Katie says. I open my eyes and watch her. ‘I was gutted at the time, but it sounds like perhaps that was the right choice.’ She grins at me and I try to return it but find myself faltering.
‘Do you remember the sleepover that Luke and his mates crashed?’ Georgia says, and I feel my body curling in on itself. ‘Mills, you must remember?’
I shake my head and busy myself taking off the now warm facemask. ‘I’m going to put this in the bin,’ I say, standing up, but Jenny plonks me back down.
‘No you are not,’ she scolds. ‘Today, the only type of exertion you’re allowed to do is to reach for your cucumber water—’
‘Cucumber gin,’ Georgia corrects her.
‘Okay, fine,’ Jenny says, rolling her eyes with a laugh. ‘Cucumber gin. Give me that,’ she says, holding out her hand for my soggy facemask, and I reluctantly pass it over. She chucks it into an empty carrier bag she’s got, presumably the sole function of which is to stop any of us from needing to leave the room.
Though it’s barely past midday, the light over the moors is being steadily extinguished by the impending storm, and the feeling in the house is dark and oppressive. Georgia has lit candles and done her best to turn the living room into a ‘spa’, as she says, but the overall effect of the low lighting and flicking flames is giving ‘no escape’ vibes rather than ‘chill out’ for me.
‘You remember, don’t you, Al?’ Georgia tries again. ‘We were all ready to go to sleep, and Luke snuck into Becca’s room with James Taylor and Matt Gould.’
Alex shrugs as if she doesn’t remember this either but I’m sure, like me, she’s lying. That night was a big deal back then. We were at the start of year nine, while Luke was in year ten, but the age gap felt huge at the time. We’d had a relatively PG night at Becca’s, watching movies and eating sweets, but Luke had been out with his mates; he was always given way more freedom than Becca. At the time, with Luke being twelve months older, it seemed natural for him to be allowed this privilege, but looking back, it seems wrong, unfair to have kept Becca on such a tight leash while Luke was free to do whatever he liked. Not that it made any difference in the end; Becca still found herself in the most trouble.
‘Oh, don’t give me that, Alex Munroe,’ Georgia says in her best teacher voice. ‘I know you remember that night!’ She raises her eyebrows at Alex, and I’m glad to see a creep of red crawling up Alex’s neck. I’ve always wondered if she felt guilty about what she did that night, and it looks like I’m about to find out.
‘Why?’ I ask, my voice innocent and soft. ‘What happened?’
‘That was the night I caught Alex snogging Luke under the covers once she thought we were all asleep,’ Georgia says with a laugh, as if this teenage memory is of no consequence at all, but my body goes hot all over.
‘What?’ I stutter.
‘Oh my god! Did you never tell her?’ Georgia laughs again, but Alex won’t look at me.
Jenny, sensing this revelation means more to me than it should, jumps in. ‘Oh, you were just kids at the time,’ she says.
‘I think we were fourteen, weren’t we?’ Georgia asks innocently, and for a moment, I truly hate her for bringing this up like it’s nothing and making me act like I don’t care at all.
‘God,’ Jenny laughs uncertainly. ‘Almost twenty years ago! No wonder you don’t remember. I barely remember who I snogged five minutes ago…’
‘As if you’d snog anyone but Lainey,’ Georgia says, rolling her eyes.
‘You know what I mean, though. Stuff from school feels like ancient history now, doesn’t it?’
‘Yeah,’ I say sharply. ‘Ancient history.’
But it’s not to me, it feels as fresh as yesterday.
Alex won’t meet my eye, and I feel myself radiating anger towards her, and at Luke. That’s not what he told me happened that night, not at all.

We’re onto nail painting now, and the fumes are making me feel sick. That, and the image of Alex and Luke under the covers together. I know we’re talking about something that happened close to twenty years ago, so why do I feel like I’ve been completely betrayed? I think back to that night, the one I’ve always held in my memory as one of the first proper interactions I ever really had with Luke, like the opening scene in a romantic comedy about our lives together. Jesus, I even brought it up with him a few weeks ago when we were lying in bed in my flat.
‘Do you remember the night you snuck into Becca’s room with your mates when we were having a sleepover?’ I asked him, my legs coiled around his like a snake.
‘Which one?’
‘The first time,’ I said. ‘You’d been drinking, I think, and I remember thinking how utterly cool you were.’ I giggled, and he laughed. ‘You told me I was pretty.’
‘You are pretty,’ he said, nuzzling into my neck as joy spread through every part of me.
‘I wasn’t then,’ I said, instantly regretting it, as if reminding him how plain I once was would make him run away now.
‘You’ve always been pretty to me.’
Thinking back to that conversation now, I want the ground to swallow me whole. Was he thinking of how he spent the night with Alex? How he slipped his tongue into her mouth while I slept beside them like a chubby little idiot? I can’t believe I’ve held onto that night for twenty years as proof that Luke has always secretly wanted me, and all this time, it was her night instead. A sick feeling rises up in my stomach as I think about how many lies sit between Luke and me. I wasn’t exactly honest about my state of mind that night, either. I did still have a bit of a crush on Luke back then, but at that particular moment in time, my focus was very much elsewhere. I’d never tell him that. Just like he’d never tell me his attention was on Alex.
But that’s not the real reason I’m furious; it’s the lie Alex told him back then.
‘That was the night I told Alex I liked you,’ Luke said to me.
‘What?’ I pulled myself up in the bed, clutching the covers over my chest, shy suddenly.
‘I told Alex I liked you,’ he said again. ‘She said I didn’t have a chance, basically.’ He laughed, but there was a bit of hurt there, even now.
‘But she never said… I don’t understand. I did like you! I always liked you…’ I shook my head, trying to understand what I was being told. ‘Are you sure she told you that?’ Luke nodded. ‘You’re sure?’
But he was. He told me he’d gone to my best friend to ask her how he could ask me out, and she told him not to bother. The very next morning, she had us make that stupid pact to ensure I’d never go near him. If I hadn’t fooled myself into believing I was in love with someone else at the time, I’d never have agreed to that pact. Despite everything going on at the time, I still felt wrong doing it, as if I knew deep down that Luke was the one for me, not him. What would have happened if Alex hadn’t forced me away from Luke? Perhaps I’d never have let myself fall so hard for someone else, someone so utterly wrong for me in every way.
Finding out that she deliberately kept me from Luke back then was the first step to me questioning my friendship with Alex, and once I did, everything started to fall apart.
‘You okay, babe?’ Georgia asks innocently, like she hasn’t gone and thrown a bloody grenade into my life.
‘Fine,’ I say, smiling sweetly.
‘Come top up with me,’ she says, yanking on my sleeve.
I follow her into the kitchen as rain starts to tap at the windows. Outside is a dark mass of grey, the green moors now disguised under a thick layer of fog.
‘Minging out there,’ Georgia says, following my gaze. ‘Thank god we don’t have to leave the house today.’ I nod in agreement, yet all I really want to do is to get in Georgia’s car and drive far, far away from this horrible place. ‘Did you really not know?’ Georgia says, while her back is turned to me as she gets more prosecco from the fridge. ‘About the kiss?’
I try to shrug like it doesn’t matter, but my shoulders are heavy and don’t want to come back down from my ears.
‘Oh babe,’ she says, her face falling at the sight of my face. ‘I’d never have said if I knew! I just assumed Al would have told you…’
I laugh, a short, jerky splutter that I wish I could swallow back. ‘You know Alex; she only tells you what she wants you to know.’
Georgia wrinkles up her nose and casts her eyes down, leaving me feeling like the jealous bitch I know I must sound like.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ I say. ‘Like Jen said, it’s ancient history.’
‘I dunno,’ Georgia says. ‘Nothing from back then feels like that to me. It all feels so recent… like we’re still in high school most of the time.’
I shake my head as if I don’t understand what she means, but I do, I understand exactly. It’s how I’ve felt every moment since getting here. With Luke back in my life, all I’ve wanted is to look forward, but it’s like the past won’t let us go.
‘She should have told you,’ Georgia says. ‘I’m sorry that she didn’t.’
I nod and bite my lip, desperately trying to stop myself from crying. I am not that Millie anymore! I am not Alex’s pudgy sidekick. I am the one marrying Luke. Now, as adults. He chose me – despite Alex’s attempt to keep us apart.
‘Luke never said either…’ I say quietly.
‘Oh, babe, he probably doesn’t even remember!’ Georgia laughs. ‘Honestly, I wouldn’t give it a moment’s thought. It’s not like they hid it from you on purpose, right? I bet Luke barely remembers Alex,’ she says, and I nod as if that’s true.
But it’s not. I know Luke remembers Alex because every time I bring her up, he closes down completely. So much so that when she blew up at me six weeks ago, I didn’t fight it. I let her disappear from my life because it meant I got to keep things with Luke perfect, unblemished, just the two of us. I’ve always feared that the two of them had a big secret that could ruin everything, but over the last few weeks together, without any mention of Alex, I’ve managed to convince myself it was all in my head. This weekend is proving I was right to worry.
Something happened between Luke and Alex back then. Something much bigger than a kiss.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Alex – Now
I can feel Millie’s jealousy burning off her as she walks back into the living room and avoids my eyes. It takes everything in me not to scream at her. This is what she’s deciding to focus on! A kiss twenty bloody years ago! This is why I didn’t tell her back then; I knew she’d freak out about it and turn it into this huge deal that it just didn’t need to be. But at least it confirms for me that Luke hasn’t told her a thing. For weeks, I’ve been terrified he’d let our secret slip – not the kiss – but what happened a year later.
I shake my head and close my eyes so tight that I see a million tiny stars. I’m not thinking about that now.
‘Al?’ I hear Georgia’s concerned voice and snap my eyes open. ‘You okay, babe?’
‘Too much “cucumber water”,’ I say with a smile.
It’s not a total lie; it’s barely two p.m. and already we’re a few drinks in. I’m not used to this; since I found out about Dan a few months ago, I’ve been practically teetotal. At the thought of Dan, I press my eyes closed again. It’s too much. This is all too much.
Around me, I can hear the others talking, but I focus instead on my breath. I wish I hadn’t opened up to Jenny about Dan last night; the last thing I need is for everyone to know what’s happening. Has Jenny already told the others? I snap open my eyes, expecting to see their pity, but they’re not interested in me; they’re lost in a story Millie’s telling about her and Luke’s plans after they get married.
‘We want to start a family straight away,’ she says smugly. ‘It’s important to both of us to be young parents so our kids get to spend as much time with us as possible.’ Before I can help it, I’ve let out a snort. ‘What?’ she snaps, and I shake my head.
‘Nothing,’ I say.
‘No, come on. You’ve clearly got something on your mind, so spit it out.’ Millie’s cheeks burn pink. The kiss revelation really must have thrown her; she’s never this confrontational.
I sigh impatiently before answering. ‘It’s just a big assumption,’ I say.
‘What is?’
‘That you get to choose when you have kids?’ Jenny offers up, a sadness in her face that I’d forgotten.
‘And that you get to control how long you’ll be around for them,’ I add.
Millie opens her mouth, then shuts it, the anger now replaced with shame as she looks at Jenny. ‘I’m sorry, babe, that was really thoughtless,’ she says.
‘It’s fine,’ Jenny replies, offering Millie a smile. ‘Theo is here now.’
Katie looks at me, then Georgia with a frown, her head tilted to the side like a confused cocker spaniel.
‘Lainey and Jenny had to go through several rounds of IVF before they had Theo,’ Georgia offers in explanation.
‘Oh,’ Katie says. ‘Oh, I’m sorry about that…’
Jenny waves away her concern and Millie shrinks back further into the sofa.
‘But all the more reason for us to start trying early,’ says Millie. ‘I know we can’t control when, or even if, we have kids… but we both want them straight away. That’s all I meant.’ She looks at me to deliver this, and I know in her head she’s marking her territory, reminding me no matter what once happened between Luke and me, he is now hers. Forever.
I take another sip of my drink, desperate to drown out the thoughts that are screaming at me. How can Millie be so sure of her future? Can’t she see that none of us get a say in what will happen to us? She’s so caught up in this farce with Luke that she is completely oblivious to how the real world works. I’m so fucking jealous of that naivety that it’s making me cruel and bitter, the absolute worst version of myself.
The silence draws around us inside the house as outside the wind continues to howl. Jenny puts another log on the fire, and heat briefly pumps out, warming my cheeks before the flames die back down.
‘It all seems very grown up to me,’ Katie says after a few moments, and we all look up at her. ‘Getting married, having children…’ Her cheeks colour, and I don’t think it’s from the fire.
‘It’ll be the same for you in a few years,’ Georgia says somewhat patronisingly as Katie frowns.
‘I’m not sure I can picture that yet, but… who knows.’ She smiles but looks unsure and awkward. ‘How about you?’ she says, turning to me. ‘Do you and Dan want kids?’
‘Not before she’s 35,’ Millie answers before I’m able to, and I cringe at the words that I’ve said myself so many times before. The utter confidence I had that my future was mine for the choosing. ‘That’s what you’ve always said, isn’t it?’ Millie prods.
‘It is,’ I reply.
‘Still,’ Georgia says. ‘Who knows what will happen, eh? Like we’ve just said, none of us know what’s around the corner.’
She locks eyes with me, and I think for a moment that she knows about Dan; she knows that there is no longer any future – no wedding, no children, nothing – and the thought of it makes me feel like the floor has been pulled out from under me.
‘But it’s pretty safe to bet if one of these two does get pregnant, the other will follow!’ Georgia adds with a laugh, and I realise she has no idea.
She still thinks Millie and I live in each other’s pockets, that Dan and I still have the life I’ve always assumed would be ours forever. I glance at Millie, who for once, is staring at me from across the room. Her face is pinched, as if she too is thinking of the stories she and I have shared over the years of how our children will grow up side by side, best friends forever just like us. We dreamt of sharing a glass of wine by a pool in the South of France as our kids played together in the villa the four of us rented. The face of Millie’s husband changed over the years, but Dan’s never did. It was always going to be the four of us, whoever Millie chose. But I never saw her choosing Luke. I never saw this coming, and I never saw that I would lose Dan either. Turns out, I know pretty much nothing about the future. Nothing at all.
I imagine Millie doing all of that with Katie now instead of me. Sure, Katie hasn’t got a partner yet, but I’m sure she’ll catch up. Millie will make sure of it. She’ll need someone else by her side as she picks out babygros and bemoans the messiness of breastfeeding. That was always going to be me. And now, I’ll be replaced. I watch Katie – stupid, smiling, oblivious Katie – from across the room, and I want to scream.
Instead, the doorbell rings – the sound eerie and unexpected against the backdrop of calming spa noises Georgia has floating through the room.
‘Oh good,’ Georgia says, turning off the music. ‘Time for our next surprise! Off you go upstairs while Jen and I set up down here. No need to get changed, but be back in fifteen minutes, please.’ She shoos us out of the room once again, and we trudge upstairs in silence, our doors shutting behind us as we disappear into our respective rooms.



Chapter Thirty
Then
It is the night of her fifteenth birthday and the night she is going to lose her virginity. Millie had always thought that before this moment, she’d have planned for this scenario hundreds of times with her friends; she imagined Becca helping her choose the perfect underwear, Alex making sure she’d considered the best condoms, and Georgia squealing with delight at the anticipation of it all. Instead, Millie has spoken to no one except him about her plans. How can she? Part of her is sad this is how it’s got to be, but he’s told her it makes it more special – this should be just between the two of them, no one else should be involved – and she knows he’s right. That’s how adult relationships work; sharing their intimacies with her friends would surely cheapen them.
But still, as she stands in front of her wiggly IKEA mirror in her underwear – a plain black bra and a black G-string she got from Primark last weekend – she wishes she could talk to Alex about this. What if she does it wrong? What if he realises she is actually just a stupid kid after all? She turns to the side in the mirror and grimaces at the curve of her stomach below her belly button. They’ve managed to keep up this stupid ‘split it four ways’ diet Becca suggested, but her body seems to have stubbornly retained its original shape despite her stomach always rumbling. But he won’t care. He loves her body, he tells her that all the time – he says it like it physically hurts him sometimes. Like she has the power to make him completely lose his mind. She smiles, thinking of it, the way he texts her after school telling her all the things he wished he could have done to her that day, the thoughts he has about her in her school uniform. At first, she didn’t know what to do with his words, but after he got upset at her lack of replies, she started to send things back, though they’re never as natural as his messages. She presses her boobs together in the mirror and pouts – trying to imitate the women she’s seen online.
‘Wahaaay!’ A cry comes from her bedroom door, and she dives to cover herself up. ‘Jesus, Mills. Didn’t know you had it in you.’ It’s Aaron, one of the new boys in her foster home who she can’t stand.
‘Fuck off,’ she shouts, throwing a book at him as he laughs. She wraps herself in a blanket, her body hot with shame he’s seen her like that. He roars with laughter and then disappears like nothing has happened, slamming the door behind him.
She needs to put the lock back on her bedroom door, but Anne, the woman who fosters her, keeps taking it off. Something to do with fire risk, apparently, but Millie thinks it’s really because Anne doesn’t trust her – or any of the other kids that live in this shithole. Still, only three years to go, and she’ll be out – off to university if things go as planned. She’s going to stay in Bristol because that’s where he’ll be – they talk about it all the time. What life will be like after school – the two of them together with no one else to bother them. She can’t wait.
Her phone beeps, and she runs over to it.
You won’t change your mind again, will you?
No, she rushes to type. I promise.
Good. Because if you do, I don’t think I can wait anymore. I’d have to take you anyway. You drive me too crazy…
She bites her lip as she reads his words on the screen. It scares her a bit, how much he wants her. This isn’t the first time she’s promised him she’ll go all the way, but she knows this time she has to go through with it. Last time, the way things ended up, it was horrible. She doesn’t ever want to repeat that again. She loves him. She is ready to do this with him, ready to be his. Then, maybe they can tell everyone about them, be a proper couple.
But first, she needs to have sex. Like a proper adult. Which she is.
Just like him.



Chapter Thirty-One
Katie – Now
This weekend is starting to feel a little weird. Are all hen-dos like this? Grown women being ordered around like school children? I think of all the nurses who’ve come back from hen-dos to a busy shift, complaining that they might die at any moment if they don’t get another coffee. Is this how their weekends have been? I said earlier that the group’s talk of marriage and babies all feels very grown up, but what I didn’t say was how that felt like a pretty big contrast to their behaviour this weekend. But perhaps it’s just me; I’m not used to spending time with so many people – or with anyone else, really. Yet even I can tell there is something off in this group; this is surely not how ‘best friends’ act – at least none I’ve ever seen on TV.
The living room has now been transformed from a ‘spa’ with lots of candles and strange monotonous music into… well, I really don’t know what. The candles remain and have been joined by joss sticks placed in all corners of the room that give off an earthy, flowery scent through wispy smoke trails. The curtains have been drawn and fairy lights strewn over the coffee table, which has been covered by a black cloth dotted with golden stars. I watch Millie and Alex take everything in to check for visual clues of how I should be reacting, but they both look as perplexed as I feel.
‘Katie,’ Jenny says. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Oh yes,’ I say, rearranging my face into something I hope is more neutral. ‘Just wondering what this is?’
Jenny laughs, ‘We’re—’
‘Ah-ah,’ Georgia cuts in, silencing Jenny. ‘Please can everyone take a seat around the coffee table, and you’ll find out any second.’ She gestures for us to sit on the floor with a huge smile on her face. I like Georgia. She’s a little odd, but very enthusiastic, and I think, despite how strange this weekend has been, how lucky Millie and Alex are to have a friend like her. Even if they don’t seem particularly grateful for all the effort she’s made.
Once we’re all sat down, there is a quiet knock at the living room door, and Georgia calls for the knocker to enter.
An old woman appears with a black hood covering most of her face, her wispy white hair peeking out from beneath. My mind conjures images of fairytale witches. This seems fun, though I’m not sure if that’s what this activity is supposed to be yet, so I hold back my smile.
‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ the woman whispers as she approaches. Alex’s eyes are wide, but Millie is smiling along with Georgia and Jenny, so I follow their lead and let the smile take over my face. Fun it is.
As she sits down and removes her hood, I’m shocked to see she’s not old at all. She has bright green eyes and tight skin, and her hair isn’t white from age but dyed that modern silvery colour that the model usually has in the hairdresser’s magazines. She is very, very beautiful.
‘My name is Clarissa, and this afternoon, I will be transforming your lives by allowing you to peek behind the great gilded curtain into your futures.’ She smiles serenely, and I find myself giggling. This doesn’t deter Clarissa but does earn me a sharp look from Georgia, so I stop.
‘Thank you for being here with me today,’ Clarissa continues, and we all murmur our thanks back. ‘We are going to take a journey together, a journey into the future. We must do so with open hearts and open minds. Can you all promise to travel that way with me today?’ We again murmur various sounds of agreement except for Alex, who nods curtly with a frown on her face. ‘I am sensing some tension, from you…?’ Clarissa pauses while she waits for a name.
‘Alex,’ Alex replies and Clarissa smiles widely.
‘Alex. Would you like to share something with the group, offload your heavy worries before we take this trip?’
Alex laughs in a way that sounds like she doesn’t find any of this funny at all. ‘No, I’m all good, thanks. This just isn’t really my thing.’
Clarissa smiles sweetly, as if Alex has just told her she can’t wait to get going, then returns her gaze to the rest of us.
‘Before we depart for our journey, please share a sentiment with the group that comes from your heart. This will allow us to travel together from a place of trust and love. I will start. My name is Clarissa, and I am grateful to you all for being here today and allowing me to join your celebration of friendship and love.’ Clarissa smiles, then nods towards Jenny.
‘Hi, I’m, um, Jenny,’ she says with a silly smile. ‘And I’m grateful that I got some time away as just myself, without being mum-me, to spend with my gorgeous friends. And that I got to meet you, Katie.’
A warm glow covers my cheeks, and I grin like an idiot before casting my eyes to the coffee table.
‘I’m Georgia, and I’m grateful that despite a real tragedy in our shared past…’ Georgia pauses and looks me square in the eye, but it doesn’t make me feel included like Jenny did; it makes me feel awkward and sad. ‘…we can come together as old and new friends and celebrate Millie and Alex’s next exciting stage in their lives.’
Oh no, it’s me. Clarissa gazes at me expectantly. ‘I’m Katie and I… I’m grateful to be welcomed into the group, I suppose, and um… yes, that’s it.’ My heart pounds as Clarissa’s gaze moves swiftly on to Millie.
‘I’m Millie… I’m grateful to be able to put the past behind us and look forward to a new and different future.’
Georgia frowns at this. Maybe she doesn’t like that Millie wants to talk about her future and not their past, but Clarissa looks pleased and thanks Millie before resting her eyes on Alex.
‘I’m Alex. I’m grateful that very shortly, this will be in our past, and we can drink some prosecco and watch a movie.’
‘Alex,’ Clarissa says, her voice soft but firm. ‘I can feel that you are reluctant to travel into the future with us this afternoon. Perhaps there is a reason that you do not want to see what life holds for you? Something you would like to share with the group—’
‘No,’ Alex says. ‘There’s really not. Fine. I’m grateful to everyone for being here. I’m grateful to have such good friends.’ Alex looks around the group, as if waiting for us to correct her – which doesn’t make any sense, so I’m probably reading her tone all wrong.
Either way, I’m not sure I’d say Alex is coming here from a place of trust and love like Clarissa requested, but what would I know?
‘Now, please, everyone close your eyes and rest your left hand over your heart. For a moment, we are going to centre ourselves in the here and now. Breathe in for four, hold for six, and release for eight. Please allow yourself to feel the rhythms of your body, how your chest rises with your in breath and your belly expands as you release. One, two, three, four – now hold. Good. Four, five, six, and release, one, two, three, four, five… And eight.’
It takes me a few rounds before I get the rhythm, but eventually I feel my shoulders start to relax, and my heart slows to a more normal beat. I should do this during shifts to calm myself down when it all gets a bit too much, but then we never have five seconds to think, let alone eighteen seconds to just breathe.
‘When you are ready, you may open your eyes,’ Clarissa says.
I keep mine shut for a few seconds longer, enjoying the peace and calm of the darkness. When I open them, the room seems even spookier than before; the rain lashes against the windows behind the curtains as the fairy lights twinkle in front of us, and the candles flicker in each corner of the room. It’s like we’re in a film, like Hocus Pocus, and I wish Becca was here. She’d love this. She was obsessed with witches when she was about ten, before she met the other girls and became very grown up very quickly.
‘Who would like to travel with me first?’ Clarissa asks, but no one replies for a second, then Georgia does. ‘Wonderful. Georgia. Please place your hands in mine and close your eyes.’
Georgia does as she’s told, and the air in the room seems to evaporate as we all breathe quietly and closely.
Clarissa keeps her eyes open, but they aren’t looking at anything in particular; she then places Georgia’s hands on the coffee table and reaches beside her to pull something out of a black bag. Oh wow. It’s an actual crystal ball! Alex titters as it’s placed on the table and gets lit up. Purple veins run through it, moving like worms under a rock, and I’m transfixed. This is weird. Very, very, weird.
‘The ball will allow me to travel through your future,’ Clarissa tells Georgia, who nods solemnly. Jenny grins at us, and I can tell that for her, this is nothing but a bit of fun. She doesn’t seem worried about whether she looks weird or silly or wrong for enjoying this strange activity. Lucky Jenny.
Millie and Alex look nowhere near as comfortable, so I let myself off the hook for feeling a bit odd too.
‘When you are ready, we shall travel,’ Clarissa says.
‘I’m ready,’ Georgia replies like something that’s been rehearsed for a movie.
Clarissa smiles, then closes her eyes, her hands on the ball, making all the purple worms squirm towards her fingers.
‘Georgia…’ Clarissa starts, her voice low and different now, and I wonder if she practised this before she put her funny ball in her bag and got dressed to come over. If, like me, Clarissa the fortune teller stands in front of her mirror sometimes and tries to make her voice sound right for each occasion. But if she does, then she must practise a whole lot harder than I do because her voice sounds totally natural, whereas mine never sounds right in real life like it does in front of the mirror. ‘You will struggle, Georgia,’ she says, and Georgia casts her eyes down. ‘You have struggled, haven’t you?’ Georgia nods. ‘Your future is not dark; it is not only showing me strife, but there is struggle. A choice to make, very soon. This choice will be between the people you love most in the world.’ Georgia flicks a glance at Millie and Alex, and I wonder what that means. ‘Whether or not you make the right choice is something I cannot see, and this means the future is not set, Georgia. That you still have time to make the right choice, to choose the right side.’
Clarissa frowns, her eyes still shut, and then smiles.
‘If you do, Georgia, I can tell you your future will be bright. There are…’ she pauses, and I find myself leaning in, as if I too might hear the sounds of the future, ‘…children in your future. And marriage. I see all this for you. The choice will be hard, it will not be without sacrifice, but if you choose correctly, you will have a life full of joy.’ Clarissa’s eyes open and lock onto Georgia’s, who is staring back at her with a fierce concentration. ‘You must do what is right for you,’ Clarissa says, a closing statement that she fixes in place with a nod.
‘Thank you,’ Georgia says, her voice croaky.
‘But what if she makes the wrong choice?’ I hear myself asking.
Clarissa frowns, and Georgia throws me a deathly stare that makes me shrink.
‘Is it my go now?’ Jenny asks in a sing-song voice before throwing me a smile. I make a note to stop talking from now on and just act normal.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Millie – Now
Finally, we’re talking about the future. This whole weekend seems determined to be about the past and that’s the last thing I want to focus on. I ignore Alex’s aura of snark and concentrate on Clarissa’s startlingly beautiful green eyes as she talks to Jenny in hushed tones.
Unlike Georgia’s rather patchy trip to the future, Jenny’s reading is calm and happy – much like Jenny herself. The cynic in me wonders if Clarissa simply takes cues from who we appear to be as people and then reflects this back to us. It’s not exactly rocket science to work out what someone like G might dream of. It’s what most of us do: having a husband, a family. I’d like to say I once dreamed of something more, something ambitious and huge, but I never did. All I ever wanted was a family to be happy with, to create the thing I never had as a child. The final set of foster carers I had weren’t unkind, but their interest waned with every year I got older until I aged out and became yet another former foster kid to them. There is nothing permanent about growing up like that.
I always dreamed of having a big, sprawling family where the children would run wild in the house, friends would come over for dinner every night, and we’d take holidays abroad together. Something real. That’s what Alex and I always said we’d have one day. She had proper parents, a proper home. But she said she always wanted a sister, and that’s what I became to her from the day we met. We dreamed of building that life together. Now, I flick a glance across the table to her. She meets my eye like she’s thinking of the exact same thing, of everything we promised each other, and how it all seems to have fallen apart before it could even begin, but then she looks away. I’m being stupid. Alex has Dan and I have Luke; it’s time to give up our childish dreams and begin our own separate lives. I’m building the life she never wanted me to have – one away from her.
‘…so, you stay focused on you and your family, and everything will be right.’ I tune back into Clarissa’s reading of Jenny. G is looking over with a hint of jealousy on her face, but Jenny is positively beaming.
‘That’s lovely, thank you.’
Clarissa nods and moves on to Katie, telling Alex and me she will leave us until last to give us the most thorough ‘journey’ into our futures. Alex rolls her eyes again. Why can’t she let us enjoy this? She never used to be this snarky. She’s always been a bit snippy, a bit sarcastic, but this weekend, she’s worse than ever. Or perhaps I’m just finally seeing her for who she is.
Katie’s reading is quick, and I must admit I tuned out for most of it; after a while, all the predictions begin to sound the same. Stay focused. Have confidence. Believe in yourself. I want to buy into all of this, I really do; there’s nothing I’d love more than for Clarissa to be able to see into our futures and tell us it’s all going to be okay, but part of me wonders if Clarissa, like the rest of us, has any real clue about what tomorrow will bring.
‘Millie, Alex, I will now do your readings.’
The others shuffle back from the coffee table and take a seat on the couch so that only Alex, Clarissa and I are left cross-legged on the floor. The feeling is intimate, the darkened room and storm whipping up outside bringing us even closer together.
‘Thank you for your patience,’ Clarissa says, smiling at us both, those green eyes having the strangest impact on me. ‘For you, our special brides-to-be, we will go deeper with your readings. First, please take a deck each and shuffle your cards.’
She hands us two huge decks of cards, black with large white stars and moons covering them. Alex fails to shuffle them properly, and I stifle a laugh – some things never change. We tried to learn to play poker once after Becca saw it in a film and became obsessed. We were crap then too. Is Alex also thinking of that now?
‘Please do not worry about shuffling correctly,’ Clarissa says, seeing our struggle. ‘It is merely a way for your energy to be transferred onto the cards themselves. Now, please place three cards face down. Thank you.’
Clarissa turns over our first cards and nods, making a small humming noise in the back of her throat.
‘These cards will tell you something about yourselves and your spirits, so I may leave you today knowing something more deeply about yourself, okay?’ Clarissa says, and I nod. I can feel Alex rolling her eyes beside me, so I smile more broadly as if to make up for her rudeness. Clarissa turns over the first card with a knowing smile. ‘Monknun. Alex, this is a very interesting card. On the positive side, you have selfless devotion and single-mindedness of spirit. When someone tells you no, something cannot be done, you do not accept this—’
Georgia interjects. ‘That’s so true. No one is more bloody-minded when it comes to getting what they want!’
‘This is a good thing, Alex,’ Clarissa tells her with a smile. ‘You are a problem solver. But it does not simply apply to yourself. If someone needs you, you dedicate yourself to them – even when solving their problems will be detrimental to yourself. You are a good friend. A friend who will go to the ends of the earth for those they love. Do you recognise this?’
Alex murmurs something that sounds like agreement, and it’s enough to rile me.
‘That’s true,’ I say, my voice more uncertain than I’d hoped. ‘Alex is definitely ruthless when she wants something.’
She looks at me then, and it hurts. I see the person I once thought was the best friend I could possibly hope for – but that person never existed. Alex has always kept me exactly where she wants me, as her sidekick. This became blindingly obvious when I finally got together with Luke, and she completely lost it that I was no longer at her beck and call. The night of our fight, I told her she was the only family I’d ever had, and I didn’t want to lose her. But family isn’t always a good thing, is it? Families are also complicated and messy, and that’s what my friendship with Alex feels like. So much so that it became easier to cut her out altogether.
‘But,’ Clarissa says, her tone darker than before, cutting through my thoughts, ‘like everything in life, where there is light, there is also dark.’ She rotates the card and reads. ‘The shadow attribute of this card shows you have great negative judgement of the physical world.’ Clarissa frowns. ‘You often sit in judgement of your friend’s choices.’
Alex scowls, and I can’t help but smile – it’s something none of us would say to her directly, but everyone who knows Alex knows she is forever silently judging them – and they are nearly always found wanting.
Clarissa carries on, oblivious to Alex’s death stare. ‘You have strong beliefs in what is right and what is wrong – and find it incredibly hard when others do not meet those standards. Perhaps you have a friendship that you have struggled with due to your friend’s lifestyle choices?’
I feel myself holding my breath as my ears throb. Surely now, Alex will see that her judgement of me for being with Luke is wrong. Unnecessary.
‘No,’ she says with finality. ‘I don’t care what other people do.’
Clarissa gazes at her, and nods. She doesn’t need to say it; it’s clear to us all that Clarissa doesn’t believe Alex, and beyond that, it’s clear Alex doesn’t even believe herself.

A few moments later, it’s my turn, and I already feel sick. I can’t quite imagine what our readings will bring up as we look into our futures and our past.
‘Millie, you have drawn the shape-shifter card. One of my favourites.’ Clarissa gives me a warm smile, and I bask in the glow of it. ‘You are a person who is able to see the positive in everything.’ I nod. This is true, I think. At least, I hope. ‘Even when you are struggling with a situation – as I feel you are now – you are able to hold onto the light at the end of the tunnel and know good things are coming your way.’ I smile. This is a nice card. It’s exactly the sort of person I want my friends to believe I am; it’s who I want to be. ‘But, on the flip side…’ Clarissa says and my stomach twinges. ‘…you have the ability to portray an image that serves your personal agenda in any situation.’
‘What does that mean?’ I ask.
Clarissa tilts her head. ‘You have the ability to shift your being into whatever those around you want. Perhaps for your friends, you are the kind one, but at work, you are the one in charge. This is a skill. But it must be used wisely; otherwise, you could forget who you are entirely and live only for the needs of others.’
I frown at the card.
‘Does this resonate with you?’ Clarissa asks.
I shrug. ‘I’m not sure…’ I want to say no, but when I look up, Clarissa looks so keen to have me confirm her words that I find myself nodding. ‘I suppose so. I do like to make people happy…’
She smiles and it lights up the room. ‘Let’s move on to the tarot cards.’

I’m not sure why I’m finding this so stressful, but then again, I suppose I am within touching distance of the best friend that I no longer speak to, in front of a psychic who I hope won’t notice this and – worst of it – comment on it out loud for all our other friends to hear. Putting it all together like that is enough to make me almost laugh, but instead, I focus very hard on looking serious and engaged with what Clarissa is saying.
‘…Believe in your power, Alex.’ She finishes with the second card in Alex’s ‘past’, which so far has been, thankfully, completely uneventful other than for some minor strife and the usual teenage angst. But as Clarissa turns over the third card, we all take an inward breath. ‘The death card,’ Clarissa states, as if we couldn’t have worked this out for ourselves. On it, a knight rides a white horse with a black and white flag held high above. Below them, the horse marches through bloodied corpses. It’s a sharp contrast to the brightly coloured cards we’ve had so far.
‘I’m sorry to see this in your past, Alex. This card does not always represent physical death…’ She stops to assess Alex’s reaction, then nods. ‘Though I’m sorry to see in your case that it does.’
‘Our friend died,’ Georgia supplies from behind. ‘Becca. She was Katie’s sister.’
Clarissa tells us all that she is sorry for our loss.
‘This loss had a huge impact on all of you, I can feel this today in the room.’ Clarissa closes her eyes and begins the strange humming noise again, but this time, it feels like nothing good is going to come after.



Chapter Thirty-Three
Alex – Now
If this batshit crazy woman does not stop humming, I might…
‘Ladies,’ she says, her eyes still closed. ‘Please take a card and write your names on them, then put them back in the pack.’
I raise an eyebrow at Millie as one of Clarissa’s eyes peeks open.
‘This will help me untangle your spirits from one another. I am struggling with the two of you to understand whose message belongs to who.’
I roll my eyes, but Millie tells Katie to find us pens. She rustles about behind us then hands us the pens, and we each pick a card. I scribble my name down and put the card back.
‘Mine won’t write,’ Millie says, pressing her pen down harder, but nothing comes out. I grab it from her and shake it, desperate to get this charade over with, then hand it back, but still nothing comes. She frowns, and I take the pen off her.
‘Disappearing ink…’ I read from the side of the pen, realisation creeping in. ‘Katie, where did you get this?’ I spin around to face her. Her mouth opens like a fish.
‘It was in one of these bags…’ she says, pointing to the array of decorations the three of them brought. I look at Jenny, Georgia, and Katie one by one.
The mystery of the disappearing writing on the prison wall is now not so mysterious. Before I can question them any further as to who brought the pen, Millie squeals.
‘The words have appeared!’ she laughs, handing her now-named card back to Clarissa. ‘I remember these pens from school,’ she adds. ‘So fun. I guess it’ll disappear in a second?’ she asks, but no one replies.
Clarissa’s humming begins again, only this time it’s louder. It mixes in with the banging of my heart as I try to work out who brought the pen to write the threat to me on the prison wall.
‘Alex,’ Clarissa says, her eyes snapping open and fixing me in place. ‘What did you do?’
She starts groaning quietly, then louder. I open my mouth, but words won’t come out; all the air in the room has been sucked dry, and I can’t speak. Opposite me, Clarissa’s eyes tear up as she stares at me – then through me. The effect is haunting, and I want to scream, to get her to stop, but I can’t say a word.
‘Okay!’ Jenny says, too brightly. ‘I think that’s enough – this is getting pretty weird.’ The woman stares at me soundlessly as Jenny pulls her up from the floor. I stand up, and we come eye to eye.
‘Alex, death is in your past and your future. You cannot run from this—’
‘Hey,’ Jenny snaps. ‘Come on, that’s enough now.’ She steps between Clarissa and me, forming a protective barrier.
Clarissa steps back and shakes her head, eyes cast down to the floor. She mutters something, an apology? The pounding of my heart drowns out her words, but there is movement in the room now as she gathers her things. The edges of my ears burn as I try to calm myself. This is a trick. This must be a trick.
Georgia leads Clarissa out of the room, leaving the four of us in a daze.
‘I’m so sorry, babe!’ Jenny says, breaking some of the tension in the room. ‘Her online reviews were so good, but she seems a bit batshit, doesn’t she?’ Jenny squeezes my upper arm and laughs, but guilt is written all over her face.
‘You booked her?’ I ask, and Jenny nods.
I sit down on the sofa as I consider this. I don’t believe for a second that ‘Clarissa’ can see any of our futures, or my past, but I do believe she’s been planted here to make me feel uncomfortable, to remind me of what I’ve done and perhaps to force me into confessing. But by who? Not Jenny, surely not Jenny. She’s the only honest one among us.
I look out of the window, the rain still lashing against the glass in a heroic attempt to break through. The afternoon is gloomy, the darkness creeping over the moors towards us, locking us in for another night, and I shiver at the thought.
Georgia comes back in the room, letting in a gust of cold air. ‘Well, she was mental. But still, nice to see a bit of our futures, eh?’
I shake my head wordlessly. I don’t need Clarissa to tell me how bleak my future is; I already know.

I’ve excused myself from the group and have come to hide out in the bathroom to get my breath back. I run the cold tap to fill up the sink and dip my wrists in. Becca once showed me this trick in year nine when I’d had a fight with Millie and couldn’t calm myself down enough to go back to class. If you bring your body temperature down, everything will start to relax, she told me with a knowing smile. I asked her how she knew this trick, and she shrugged, like knowing ways to keep herself calm was somehow necessary. I still think of her every time I do it, and despite that, it always works. Slowly, I feel my heart rate returning to something almost normal, and I begin to breathe in for four, out for four. But then an eruption of laughter floats from the lounge, and my fury erupts again. They’re laughing? Of course, they are laughing. They are here on a hen-do, to celebrate a marriage. To celebrate the start of a new life. As if nothing is wrong at all.
I stomp back into the living room and glare at Millie as she giggles, her hands in Georgia’s.
‘On the way out, Clarissa told me she saw Millie having twins really soon!’ Georgia squeals when she sees me. ‘Can you imagine?’
‘I’ve told her to prepare for a fuckload of nappies,’ Jenny says, laughing along.
‘Lucky Millie,’ I say, and perhaps my tone is a tad too harsh because everyone in the room stops laughing and looks at me with concern.
‘Al, come on, babe,’ Jenny says.
‘What? Sorry – am I supposed to be happy that you hired some fucking lunatic to tell me that my life is going to be totally shit while Millie’s will be wonderful? How much did you pay her for that? Was it extra to bring up Becca’s fucking death or did she throw that in for free?’ Jenny looks aghast, but I don’t care. I storm out of the living room and into the kitchen, slamming the heavy oak door behind me.
‘Alex, what the fuck?’ Millie has followed me into the kitchen, and I groan, not ready to get into this yet. ‘Seriously. What the hell is wrong with you? All you’ve done this whole weekend is bitch and moan – Georgia and Jenny spent a lot of time planning this for us and—’
‘For “us”!’ I cry, and she throws up her hands.
‘So that’s the problem, is it? You don’t want to share this with me?’ Her eyes burn into mine, and part of me is proud of her, even now, for finally standing up to me like this, but a bigger part wants her to shut the hell up before we both say something we’ll regret.
‘No,’ I say, quieter now. ‘I don’t want to be involved in this at all.’ I look down at my feet, cold against the bright cream-tiled floor, the speck of a discarded Pringle sullying its previous spotless appearance.
‘Well, some of us do,’ Millie snaps back. ‘I wanted this weekend; I wanted to celebrate with my friends. I want to be able to experience a proper hen-do. Could you not even let me have that? Do you really have to ruin absolutely everything?’
‘I ruin everything?’ I spit.
‘What does that mean?’ Her eyes are furious now, glaring at me with pure hatred. I know I should back down, I should avoid this confrontation at all costs, but it’s like my mouth and brain are completely unconnected, and before I know it, I’m shouting again.
‘It’s just funny, Millie, that you’re so keen to have your friends around you now when you didn’t seem to give much of a shit about any of us for the last few months—’
‘That’s not true—’
‘Really? Because I don’t seem to remember you caring all that much when I needed you. In fact, all I seem to remember is stone-cold fucking silence, unanswered texts and ignored phone calls.’
She opens her mouth then closes it. ‘I’m not doing this with you right now.’ She turns to walk away, and seeing the back of her like that sends pure hatred coursing through me.
‘That’s it, walk away. That’s what you’re good at.’
She whips around, her cheeks burning red. ‘What does that mean?’
I scoff, my hands shaking as I throw them in the air. ‘You abandoned me! When I needed you, you fucking disappeared—’
Millie rolls her eyes and glares at me like I’m being a petulant child. ‘No, Alex. I didn’t “abandon you”.’ She sneers like she’s in a scene from a soap opera. ‘I just got a life. I wasn’t there at your beck and call for a few weeks, and you couldn’t handle it. That’s the truth of it.’
I nod slowly, biting the inside of my cheek to stop the tears from coming. ‘You replaced me. You met Luke, and now you have Katie—’
‘Katie? What has Katie got to do with this?’
Outside, the wind bashes against the windows, making both of us jump, and I take the chance to breathe in deeply and slow this whole thing down.
‘This isn’t about Katie,’ I say as calmly as I can manage.
‘Jesus, Alex. Are you even jealous of her now? We’re not kids anymore. I’m allowed other friends—’
‘But why does it have to be her? Why did you have to pick Luke?’ The words come out before I can stop them: desperate and whiny, and I hate the sound of them on my tongue.
Millie shakes her head and looks at me with pity, a look I’ve never seen from her before, and it turns my stomach.
‘You need to get over this obsession with Luke. It’s not normal.’ She says it slowly, like I’m an idiotic child who’s throwing a tantrum, which only makes me want to scream and shout more, but instead. I clamp my jaw shut and say nothing, just stare at her, begging her to understand what’s behind all of this. ‘Alex, we made a pact about him sealed with a “pinkie promise” when we were children. You can’t seriously expect me to keep that promise two decades later?’
I sigh, pressing the balls of my hands into my eye sockets until I see a hundred tiny stars.
‘Why do you care?’ She’s still talking. ‘I don’t get it! Why can’t you just be happy for me? It’s not like you even want him anymore. You have Dan—’
‘Do I?’ I finally snap.
‘What?’ Finally, something has broken her stride, and she stares at me in confusion. ‘Of course you do. You’re getting married…’
Before I can respond, the kitchen door flies open, and the others spill in.
‘Hey,’ Jenny says, her voice calm and measured like she’s been named the reluctant negotiator in a hostage situation. ‘I think that’s enough now, guys. Why don’t we come back into the living room and finish the—’
‘No,’ I snap. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m done with all of this now. I don’t want to do any more ‘activities’, I don’t want to drink any more prosecco, and I absolutely don’t fucking want to be anywhere near her,’ I shout, pointing my finger at Millie. There are a few gasps at my outburst, and I roll my eyes at the sound, unable to stop myself from showing how utterly infantile this whole thing is.
‘You really are a selfish bitch, Alex.’ Millie delivers her final line with such certainty that I can do nothing but nod.
‘And you really are so desperate for love that you can’t even see how utterly wrong this all is,’ I say back. With that, she stalks out of the room and stomps upstairs, leaving me only with the disapproving looks of everyone else.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Jenny – Now
I must admit when Alex flounces out of the kitchen after Millie’s retreat, I breathe a heavy sigh of relief.
‘Well…’ I say to the silent room. ‘That was a bit much, wasn’t it?’
Georgia rolls her eyes and sighs. ‘Honestly, you’d think the least they could do was be civil for a few days.’
‘Mmm,’ I say, nodding. ‘I’m sorry, G. I know how much effort you put into this weekend.’
Georgia shrugs and starts to clear the kitchen table of the empty Pringle tubes and a few prosecco glasses. She stacks the dishwasher with her back to us as Katie pulls out a chair and takes a seat.
‘I don’t understand,’ she says. ‘I thought Alex and Millie were best friends?’
‘They are,’ I say, and she frowns.
‘But they were just screaming at each other.’
I nod then shrug because I wish I had an explanation for Katie, this new member of the group who has no idea what it’s like to be inside it yet. ‘They’ve got a bit of a strange relationship, I guess…’
Georgia whips around and laughs. ‘A bit of a strange relationship? They’re completely mental. Though to be fair it’s usually Alex being a dick and Millie simply taking it. I’ve not seen her stand up for herself like that before.’
I murmur my agreement. ‘Yes, it’s not the nicest situation.’
‘I still don’t understand,’ Katie says, her brow furrowed like a child struggling with a maths problem she wants us to explain. ‘Isn’t Alex happy about Millie marrying Luke?’
I shoot Georgia a ‘help me’ look because I don’t want to let Katie, Luke’s sister, get a bad view of either of them.
‘I don’t know if it’s that…’ Georgia says as she shuts the dishwasher and turns it on, the soft hum it emits adding to the noise of the hammering rain outside. ‘Perhaps she’s a bit jealous.’
‘Jealous?’ Katie asks. ‘But she’s getting married too?’
Georgia bites her lip.
‘I’m not sure she is, actually…’ I say, fed up with the weight of keeping this secret on top of my own.
‘What do you mean?’ Katie asks innocently, and Georgia sighs loudly.
I take a seat at the table and let my head drop into my hands. God, this is such a bloody mess. Why can’t things with this group ever be simple? I put up with it because I know what happened with Becca properly fucked them up – but how long can they use that excuse for? This weekend is making me question what the bloody hell I’m doing still investing so much time and energy into a friendship group that appears at its most basic level to be fundamentally flawed, but it has at least further convinced me that Lainey and I are doing the right thing. Even if I am too chicken-shit to admit it to anyone yet.
‘Dan and Alex are having some problems,’ I say, hoping that will be enough to stop the interest. I wish I hadn’t said anything at all; I don’t want to sit here and gossip about Al’s relationship, it feels wrong.
‘Ladies,’ Clarissa’s voice floats through the doorway as she enters with a serene look on her face. ‘I’m so sorry, I forgot something—’
‘How did you get in?’ I ask.
‘The door was open…’ She gestures to the hallway, and I frown. ‘My cards,’ she says. ‘I left my cards in the living room. May I retrieve them?’
I shrug. ‘Go ahead,’ I say, but Katie jumps up and offers to go and get the cards for Clarissa instead.
‘We did really enjoy your readings,’ Georgia says as Katie returns and hands over the cards. ‘Apart from the last bit… You know, it just brought up some stuff for us.’ I wish Georgia wouldn’t sound so apologetic, as this woman doesn’t deserve it. She messed things up today; it’s not at all what I wanted to happen.
‘These things do often bring up emotions that people have been shutting down,’ she says with a creepily calm smile on her pretty face. ‘I hope your friends are okay.’
‘They’ll be fine,’ I say.
‘Good. Good…’ Clarissa looks around the room for a moment, assessing us. ‘It was a joy to meet with you today; I’m sorry things did not go the way you planned, Jenny. But perhaps we will meet again, maybe for Georgia’s pre-wedding celebrations.’
I laugh because Georgia is so far from thinking about a wedding, but Clarissa tilts her head to the side.
‘It will not be long, perhaps,’ she says. ‘If you make the right decision.’ She smiles at Georgia knowingly, whose ears go pink at the edges.
Georgia is in a relationship? I frown, trying to remember if I’m supposed to know about this and have somehow forgotten. Since Theo’s arrival, I do feel like my brain only has so much space for other people’s news and more often than not, I tend to lose track of what’s going on.
‘Anyway,’ Clarissa says, breaking into my thoughts. ‘Thank you again, and it was lovely to meet you all.’ With that, she swishes out of the kitchen, and we wait until we hear the front door slam; then I walk into the corridor to secure the lock. I don’t want her ‘popping back in’. When I return to the kitchen, Georgia is smiling to herself – looking every inch a woman in love.
‘So do you have something you’d like to share with the group, G?’ I ask and then stop when I see a knowing look shoot between Katie and Georgia.
‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ Georgia says, waving her hand but not looking at me. ‘Just some guy.’
‘Some guy you’re apparently going to end up marrying very soon,’ I say with a laugh, but Georgia shrugs, not meeting my eye. ‘No, come on, babe. I want to know! Is it serious?’
She traces her finger around the oak circles on the table. ‘Yes, actually, it is.’
‘That’s great! I’m so pleased for you. What’s his name?’
Georgia sighs but doesn’t reply, and I sense Katie studying her; something is going on here, but I have no idea what. Why is G being so secretive?
‘I don’t really want to go into it…’ she says, and I don’t even know what to reply because in over a decade of friendship, I can’t remember a single time G hasn’t wanted to go ‘into it’ with such depth that you feel like you’re also dating whichever man she’s picked.
‘What kind of problems?’ Katie says suddenly, and we both look at her, confused. ‘You said Dan and Alex were having problems. What kind of problems?’
I do almost laugh at this but manage to keep it in. Not that it’s funny, but Katie kind of is. Despite her looks, she’s really quite an odd fruit. I don’t get the impression she’s spent a huge amount of time with friends like this, and she doesn’t seem to understand normal social conventions – like when to let an awkward subject go.
‘I’m not sure, really,’ I finally settle on. ‘It’s complicated.’
‘That’s what you said about your relationship, too, Georgia. I have to admit I don’t really understand what it means.’
I eye Georgia over the table, whose cheeks are now burning pink. Complicated? God, nothing good comes from a relationship that starts out labelled as ‘complicated’.
‘In my experience,’ I say, ‘it usually means someone is hiding something.’
Georgia’s eyes flit up to meet mine and she scowls as if I’ve called her out, which I suppose in a way I have.
‘Oh,’ Katie says. ‘Like cheating.’
‘No,’ Georgia snaps, shaking her curled hair in front of her pretty face. ‘Some relationships are just… complicated. Don’t look at me like that,’ she says to me. ‘We can’t all be as perfect as you and Lainey.’
Words fail me as I look at my friend’s plainly guilty face. I think of Alex’s tears last night, her revelation that Dan was going to leave her, and I replay Georgia and Alex’s snipes at each other this weekend. They’ve always been a bit brittle with each other, but the more I think about it, the more obvious it becomes. But no, that can’t be right. There’s no way that Georgia would do that to Alex.
‘I’m going upstairs for a bit,’ Georgia says, pushing her chair out with such ferocity that it squeals against the tiled floor. She practically runs out of the room, leaving Katie and I sitting alone.
‘Katie,’ I say, ‘what else did Georgia tell you about her relationship?’



Chapter Thirty-Five
Alex – Now
It’s been a few hours since my blow-up with Millie, and the seed of guilt and shame has grown, weaving its way around my organs to the point that I can barely move without being reminded of it. In a bid to wash away the feelings, I heave myself from the bed and turn on the shower, letting the hot water burn my skin. When I’m done, I wrap myself in the huge cream towel that’s been gently warming on the towel rack and sit for a moment on the side of the free-standing bath to try and gather myself.
Outside, the evening has properly drawn in now, and the rain hasn’t let up for a moment. I wipe the condensation from the window and open it a crack to hear the sound of the wind howling across the moors as the cold droplets of rain splash through the window before I shut it again, glad to be safe behind the thick glass.
Today has been a total disaster. I came so close to telling Millie the truth about Dan, but what would be the point? The most juvenile part of me thinks she doesn’t deserve to know – she gave up the right to my secrets the day she stopped answering the phone to me in preference for fucking Luke bloody Matthews. Even thinking his name brings up more feelings of guilt, rendering my cleansing shower a total waste of time. One thing that has become clear over the course of this weekend is at least Millie has absolutely no idea what Luke and I did back then; he has obviously kept our secret despite their impending nuptials. That’s a good thing, though I must admit it doesn’t feel good right now at all. Despite my current feelings towards her, Millie deserves a marriage based on openness and trust. If she marries Luke, she can never, ever have that. And that’s my fault. Like everything else.
In my darkest hours, I believe the secrets I keep are the reason I’m going to lose Dan. Like their toxicity leaked into our bed at night gradually over the years and eroded away all the healthy tissue between us, leaving only cancerous rot. But enough of that. I need to pull myself out of this maudlin state. Shrugging off my warm towel, I walk naked into the bedroom and pull the white robe from the back of my door, realising only when I’ve pulled it on that the girls have had mine and Dan’s initials stitched into the pocket, weaving through a light pink heart. I stroke the pattern with my fingertips, gripped by the kind of grief I’ve not felt since Becca died.
Then I see it.
A tarot card left on the pillow of my bed. I glance around the room for other signs of interference, but there’s nothing. Just this solitary card, face down on the pillow. My heart races as I reach to pick it up, remembering the death cards Clarissa revealed to me earlier tonight.
Slowly, I turn over the card.
As soon as I see the red scrawled words, I drop it like it’s on fire.
YOU LIED. SHE DIED.
The same words I saw on the prison wall yesterday, the words I now know I didn’t imagine but were written with that childish disappearing ink pen that Katie handed Millie earlier. Someone is leaving me these notes deliberately; someone in this house knows what I did. But the question is, who? And what do they want?

I dress carefully, pulling on my most casual yet expensive outfit – a grey cashmere jumper over tight black jeans. I need to feel in control before I do this. Someone in this house is out to get me, and I’m going to find out who. I pull my hair back into a high ponytail, the ends of it tickling the nape of my neck, before slicking on a smear of red lipstick. I stand back and appraise myself in the mirror – pleased to see the effect is exactly what I wanted. Before I head downstairs, I jump at the sound of something outside my window – then I see it. The flash of a torch light in the dark.
Someone is out on the moors – watching me.
A ripple of thunder booms overhead as a flash of lightning briefly lights up the moors – but there’s no one out there. Still, I know what I saw. Why would they be watching me from outside? There’s no reason for any of the girls to do that – if they wanted to know what I was up to, they could simply let themselves into my room under the guise of checking on me. A thought turns my stomach. Perhaps the person out to get me isn’t one of my friends at all but someone else entirely.
As I head downstairs, I rule out that thought. Almost everyone who knows what happened back then is inside this house. They were at the prison yesterday, and they’re here tonight. There is only one other person who would want revenge for what I did, and there’s no way they’re here now.
‘Alex!’ Jenny cries as I reach the living room.
They’re all here already, sitting snug around the blazing fire. Millie has those little piggy eyes that tell me she’s been crying. She’s cuddled up to G on the couch, and I imagine moments before I walked in, they were talking about me, discussing my outburst, Millie crying soft tears as she told the group how unfair I was being, how much she wished I could just be happy for her.
Is it her? Knowing the whole truth about what happened to Becca would ruin Millie’s ability to create this perfect happy-ever-after I know she dreams of with Luke. But the way she’s spoken about him this weekend, totally and utterly caught up in the wonder of him, I can’t see how she can possibly know. And if she did, Millie’s instinct would be to bury the truth – not torture me with it until it was out in the open. It can’t be her.
I catch G’s eye and push myself to make the same assessment of her. G knew Becca back then, of course, and they were friends, but not in the way that Millie and I were. They had the kind of friendship you get in groups. The two of them never did anything together alone; they were only friends as part of a foursome that would have never worked as a twosome. Plus, she’s never shown any interest in discovering what happened back then – believing the story she was told without question. There would be no benefit at all to her dredging all of this up.
‘Let me get you a drink,’ Jenny says, tugging my sleeve to follow her into the kitchen.
It doesn’t make sense to consider Jenny. She wasn’t around back then and doesn’t have it in her to set up anything so elaborate and cruel. Yes, she booked the fortune teller, but I’m sure she’s not the only one who had contact with her before. Someone else could have told Clarissa to show me those cards, someone here who would have a vested interest in bringing out the truth and punishing me.
There is only one person here who fits that description.
‘Could I get a drink too, please?’ Katie shouts behind us as we leave, her voice syrupy sweet.
It must be Katie. She has the most reason to still wonder about and dig into Becca’s death – she is the little sister who got left behind. Of course, it’s Katie. Katie, with her social awkwardness, her butter-wouldn’t-melt expression and those searching inquisitive eyes. Did Luke confess to her, I wonder? Did Millie let something slip that led Katie to the truth? But I can’t imagine it – Luke has more reason than anyone to keep our secret safe, and Millie could only ever confess to so much. But one thing is clear: Katie knows something. I need to find out exactly how much.
‘Come grab one with us,’ I say to Katie over my shoulder with a smile. She obeys, of course, trotting into the kitchen with Jenny and me.
‘What’s everyone fancy?’ Jenny asks from the fridge door, the contents of which look rather depleted. ‘G ordered a Waitrose delivery, but I’m afraid they’ve called and said they can’t get to the house as the flooding on the lanes is so bad, so we are a bit low on supplies.’
‘The lane’s flooded?’ Katie asks.
Jenny nods. ‘Yeah, no getting in or out tonight, apparently!’ Registering the horrified look on Katie’s face she adds, ‘Don’t worry, I’m sure it’ll be alright by tomorrow in time for us to make the journey home.’
Katie smiles, but her face has grown pale, and I wonder why she cares so much about the need to make a sudden exit. She catches me frowning at her and looks, for a moment, vaguely terrified.
‘Drink?’ I ask her, as if nothing is wrong at all.
‘Oh, um…’ she stares blankly at the half-empty fridge. ‘I don’t know. What is everyone else having?’
‘If I drink any more prosecco, I might be sick,’ Jenny says with an easy laugh. ‘I’ll go for a G&T, I think. Al?’
‘Yeah, sure.’
Katie says she’ll have the same, and Jenny sets about cutting up lemons from the fridge on a little oak chopping board.
‘Have you been on many hen-dos, Katie?’ I ask.
She shakes her head. ‘This is my first.’
‘Oh wow. So I guess you weren’t much help planning this one?’
She shrugs. ‘I did try and help—’
‘She was a great help!’ Jenny cuts in.
‘Did you help with the fortune teller?’ I ask.
‘Oh, um…’ Katie looks around the kitchen, not meeting my eyes. ‘No, not really. We each took different parts of the weekend to organise.’
‘I get it, Al,’ Jenny says. ‘You didn’t like the fortune teller, I’m sorry! That was definitely my doing, not Katie’s.’ She gives me a funny look, but I need to know, so I keep going.
‘Who chose the date?’ I ask, and Katie frowns.
‘Georgia organised most things like that,’ she says, shooting Jenny another look. ‘But we had to fit around Jenny’s school holidays, so there weren’t many options.’
Jenny shrugs. ‘Do you not like the date either, babe? You can definitely blame me for that one, too; you know I can’t take leave during term time.’ I watch Katie’s reaction, but she stares back at me blankly like she didn’t earlier taunt me with the significance of us all being together on this date.
‘Are you excited for Luke and Millie’s wedding?’ I ask her, trying a different tack.
At this, her face breaks into a smile as she meets my eye. ‘Oh yes. I can’t wait.’
‘You and Millie seem really close. Shame they’re not doing bridesmaids, isn’t it? It might be your only chance to be one.’
She shrugs her shoulders, her face totally impassive. ‘I guess. I never really thought about it.’
‘You didn’t think you’d be one then? For your brother?’
She frowns as Jenny hands her a drink. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t thought—’
‘You’re close though. Aren’t you? You and Millie, you and Luke?’
‘Alex! Jesus,’ Jenny interrupts. ‘What’s with all the questions?’
I shrug. ‘Just interested, that’s all. I don’t feel like we’ve really got a chance to know one another.’ I stare at Katie, who once again can’t seem to hold my gaze as she fidgets, glugging her gin like it’s water after a long run. ‘So,’ I say, ‘are you? Close?’
Katie stops drinking and shoots a look at Jenny as if pleading for another intervention. ‘I guess so,’ she eventually says.
‘It must have been hard with Luke,’ I say, ready to test her reaction, ‘after Becca died. Just the two of you.’
She flinches at Becca’s name, then seems to ponder my words. There is something definitely off about her – there’s no easy patter of conversation between her and us. Not even with Millie. She’s stilted, like she’s hiding something. If she knows what really happened, she may hold Millie just as accountable as me and Luke.
‘It was very hard,’ she eventually says. ‘It’s horrible losing someone you love.’ She looks me dead in the eye then, and it sends a chill down my spine – not just at the reminder of how loved Becca was and what we took away from the world, but what I’m about to lose too.
‘This is a bit much, guys,’ Jenny says, gesturing for us to go back into the living room. ‘A bit heavy. Shall we lighten things up a bit?’
Millie and Georgia walk into the kitchen just as the final line is delivered.
‘Oh no,’ Georgia says, her eyes mock horrified. ‘Is someone being all doomy again?’ She raises her eyebrows at me in a way that makes me want to scream. ‘Come on, grumpy guts, you’re getting married! You should be on top of the world!’
I shake my head and catch a glimpse of Katie frowning intensely at Georgia as if she knows something I don’t.
‘Why are you looking at her like that?’ I ask, and Katie jumps.
‘I’m not looking at her like anything,’ Katie says in mock innocence, but she’s a terrible liar, and a red splurge crawls up her neck.
‘Yes, you are,’ I say. ‘You were glaring at Georgia when she said I was getting married. Why?’
‘Leave her alone, Alex.’ This is from Millie, but I ignore her.
‘Do you have some thoughts about my marriage that you’d like to share?’
‘No, I don’t,’ Katie says, shaking her head.
‘Then what?’
‘Al, come on, mate,’ Jenny says, resting her hand on my arm, but I shrug her off, determined to get to the bottom of this.
‘Tell me why you were glaring like that, Katie.’
Katie opens her mouth like a baby desperate for a bottle, but I stare her down, knowing I can break her.
‘Do you not want me to get married? Do you not think I deserve to be happy?’
She shakes her head. ‘No. That’s not what I was… It just doesn’t seem right—’
‘What doesn’t seem right?’
‘This,’ Katie gestures to the group. ‘All of this. Pretending to celebrate together like this. As if you’re all happy.’
This gets Millie’s attention. ‘What do you mean “pretending”? We are all happy!’
I realise I’ve probably pushed Katie too far, and any minute, she could expose me for who I really am, what I’ve really done, and why I most certainly do not deserve to be happy, so I barely register what Katie says next until Millie starts to shout.
‘Georgia and Dan? What the fuck, Katie? Why would you say that?’
Katie looks at me desperately, and I shake my head, trying to understand.
‘Wait, what? What did you say?’
‘I said it’s not right. It’s not right for friends to do what you’re all doing to each other. It’s not right for Georgia to pretend to celebrate your marriage to Dan when she’s having an affair with him.’
At that, I burst out laughing. ‘Georgia and Dan? My Dan? Georgia is not having an affair with Dan.’
‘I’m really not,’ Georgia says with such utter distaste that I feel offended on his behalf.
Jenny hides her face in her hands, and Katie looks utterly baffled.
‘I don’t understand, Katie,’ Millie says. ‘Why would you say something like that?’
Jenny finally looks up and throws an apologetic glance at Georgia. ‘I’m so sorry, G. I think I might have got a bit carried away…’
‘You said she was—’ Katie says, but Georgia interrupts.
‘You told her I was shagging my best friend’s husband – what the fuck, Jenny?’
‘If Dan isn’t cheating on you with Georgia, who is he cheating with?’ Katie asks, and I once again look at her in utter amazement. She asks these bombshell questions like a child would, with no idea of the volcano she’s erupting.
‘Dan isn’t cheating on me,’ I say quietly.
‘But Jenny said you weren’t getting married—’
‘We’re not getting married—’
‘What? Why?’ Millie cries.
‘We’re not getting married… because Dan is dying.’



Chapter Thirty-Six
Millie – Now
Hearing Alex’s words is killing me. How could I not have known this? Have I spent the last few months in such a bubble that it didn’t even occur to me that the reason Alex was being so needy was that her life was falling apart? But I know that’s exactly what I’ve done; I’ve hidden in this cocoon of happiness that felt so meagre and fragile it would shatter if I held it up to the light.
‘…He got the results a few months ago but I didn’t know,’ Alex is saying to the group with a detached air that makes it all the harder to stomach.
‘How did you find out?’ Jenny asks, gripping Alex’s hand across the sofa.
‘I opened a letter for him,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘He’d had these headaches for so long, and I’d badgered him to go the GP; he’d said they’d done tests but he hadn’t heard anything, so I just thought it would be the results of that.’
‘What was it?’
Alex braces herself before she speaks. I see the muscles in her jaw clench hard like I’ve seen so many times when she’s trying not to cry. She goes on to give more detail on Dan’s diagnosis, but all I hear are the words terminal and three to six months to live.
While the others are consoling Alex, I slink off to the kitchen, my head pounding with the weight of what Alex has been through alone. I pour myself some water from the tap and glug it down, letting streams fall over my face as I watch myself in the kitchen window. Outside, it’s dark, and the storm howls on; it feels like it has been impossibly dark forever, the once beautiful view now a forgotten memory. It’s a fitting backdrop to our last night together. What a truly terrible weekend.
No wonder Alex has been so unbearable. Of course she didn’t want to play the part of a blushing bride-to-be with me.
‘Millie,’ I hear Katie’s voice behind me and turn around. ‘Are you okay?’ She looks at me uncertainly, and I nod. What a way to get to know my new sister-in-law better. What must she think of us? The way we’ve sniped at each other for days on top of not even knowing our best friend was dealing with this huge, catastrophic news.
‘I’m okay,’ I tell her.
She frowns and takes a seat at the table, where I join her.
‘I’m sorry if I made all of that happen…’
I shake my head. ‘It wasn’t you. I’m glad we know… I just don’t know why Alex didn’t tell us before.’
Katie shrugs. ‘Maybe she didn’t want to ruin your engagement news.’
‘Trust me, that’s the last thing Alex would be worried about,’ I say.
Katie looks at me and frowns. ‘Does Alex not like Luke?’ she asks.
I shake my head. ‘It’s not that…’ I sigh, not knowing how to explain the complex dynamics between the three of us. ‘When we were teenagers, Alex and I made this silly pact that neither of us would ever go out with him.’
Katie furrows her brow and simply says, ‘Oh, right.’
‘I know, it sounds ridiculous. But to Alex, it was really important. She would always bring up the fact that we’d chosen each other over him, like it defined our entire friendship – even as adults.’
‘So she was upset that you went back on the pact,’ Katie states.
‘Something like that,’ I say, turning my face to look out into the darkness of the night.
‘It must have been really hard for her finding out Dan was dying at the same time you got together with Luke,’ Katie says in her signature blunt manner.
I look at her, expecting to see recrimination in her eyes, but there is nothing. She looks back at me with pure innocence.
‘I didn’t tell her,’ I say. ‘I ignored her completely until I WhatsApp’d the group with my engagement ring photo.’
‘Oh,’ is all Katie says.
What would have happened if I’d been honest with Alex from the start? If instead of lying in their spare bedroom guiltily texting Luke and hating Alex for causing my guilt, I’d told her that, miraculously, I was falling in love? I was so sure that if she knew, it would ruin everything, that she’d never allow me to be with him. Me ending up with the boy we promised each other we’d never touch would ruin the story of us, and I knew how important that was to Alex.
So, I said nothing. And then I moved out of her and Dan’s flat – desperate for some space to understand whether this relationship with Luke was worth risking everything for. And it was. The more our relationship grew, the less I thought about Alex. That made her more needy – endlessly messaging me asking me to come over – and what did I do? Nothing. I acted like she didn’t exist; I ignored messages, didn’t pick up my phone. With every snarky text she sent me asking if I’d fallen off the face of the earth, I’d get one from Luke that would make me beam. I wondered if this was what my life could have been like the whole time if I’d made more space for anything other than Alex. The more I let her go, the more I let Luke in. And it was magical; for the first time, I understood what true love was. Luke loved me, I loved him, and I wasn’t going to give that up for anyone.
But you can only ignore someone for so long. After a day of unanswered phone calls, Alex turned up at my new flat one Saturday night. Luke offered to go down and get rid of her, but I begged him not to and instead we stayed upstairs, keeping away from the windows like children hiding as she held down my buzzer. I thought she’d left, the ringing had stopped, and so I popped my head up to look out of the window.
She was standing in the street, looking up at me. Hurt bloomed across her face, then she shook her head and walked away.
A few hours later, she left me an four-minute-long voice note on WhatsApp detailing all of my failures as a person. She called me selfish, a bad friend, all the things I had convinced myself she was. I remember her screaming down the phone After everything I’ve done for you. Where are you now?
It hurt. It was my choice to distance myself from her, but I was still devastated by her words. Luke found me on the floor of my bedroom, sobbing. He picked me up and held me in his arms as I told him that Alex was the only person who’d been there for me my whole life, and now I’d lost her.
‘You don’t need her. You don’t need someone that makes you feel like this.’
I told him he didn’t understand, he had a family – I didn’t – and Alex was like a sister to me, and I couldn’t lose her. ‘She’s not your only family, Mills,’ he said, dragging me even closer to him.
‘Let me be your family. I’ll never make you cry like this – I promise. What can I do to make you see that?’ He dropped to his knee on the bathroom floor like something out of a film and for a second, I thought he was joking, surely, he had to be joking. But he wasn’t, and that’s how one of the saddest nights of my life turned into one of the happiest.
The next day, I sent Alex a cold text to say I was sorry she felt I was a bad friend, but perhaps this was a sign for both of us that our friendship had run its course. She never replied, and I tried, unsuccessfully, to stop thinking about her. Whenever I did, I’d tell myself that I’d done the right thing; her reaction to me withdrawing from her was so over the top. Luke and I would talk about it often, dissecting my actions in the weeks prior to her awful voice note. You didn’t do anything wrong, babe he would tell me over and over. It’s not fair for her to expect you to be there for her every second of the day – she never wanted you to have your own life. I saw our friendship through Luke’s eyes, and I hated it. I had been at Alex’s beck and call since we were kids, and I was glad to be out of it. When I sent the news of my engagement on the WhatsApp group she was in, I knew it would hurt her. But I did it anyway.
I close my eyes now, imagining how much it would have stung to learn the news that way, on top of dealing with the utter turmoil she must have been in over Dan. How could I do that to her? Why did I assume the very worst of her for so long? If I’d known what was happening with Dan, I would never have treated her like that.
‘I can’t believe Dan is going to die,’ I whisper, trying to get my head around it.
‘I didn’t say he was having an affair at first, you know,’ Katie says to me, her cheeks colouring. ‘It was Jenny’s idea.’
‘Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t matter,’ I tell her because it doesn’t. None of this matters. Suddenly the arguments, the bitchiness, the perceived slights seem so pathetic.
‘I don’t want Georgia to be angry at me,’ Katie says and looks down at the table like a little girl.
‘She won’t be,’ I tell her, but knowing G, she absolutely will be. In all the drama, I’d momentarily forgotten that Jenny had accused Georgia of sleeping with Dan. ‘Why did Jenny think that anyway?’ I ask.
Katie looks sheepish. ‘Georgia told me she was seeing someone, but they couldn’t tell anyone yet… Then Jenny told me that Alex told her that her wedding wasn’t going ahead because she’d found out something about Dan…’
‘You assumed it was an affair.’
‘No! I didn’t – Jenny did, and then when I told her about Georgia, she put two and two together—’
‘And made thirteen.’
Katie looks at me quizzically but then nods as if she understands the reference, though I’m not sure she does.
‘It really doesn’t matter,’ I tell her again. ‘Who Georgia is shagging really is the least of our worries now.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Katie says. ‘I was so excited to come this weekend, and I feel like I’ve messed it all up.’ She looks down at the table, and I want to reach out to her and tell her everything is going to be okay, but I can’t. This weekend, the wedding, everything feels tainted now. The truth is, we’ve always been good at keeping secrets from each other. But they always come out in the end.
As the rain hammers against the windows, I catch a glimpse of myself in the blackened glass. I look small and fragile, which is exactly how I feel.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Then
They’ve been together for six months by the time she finally lets something slip about their relationship and that’s the start of it all going wrong.
It’s a warm evening towards the end of term, and Millie and Becca are lying on the grass in the park next to their usual bench, sharing a Smirnoff Ice that Becca got a guy to buy them from Tesco Express while they wait for Alex and Georgia to join them. Behind them, the river gushes. Millie thinks of asking Becca to paddle with her but knows she won’t. When the rest of them jump in the water during the summer holidays, Becca always stays on the bank, saying she doesn’t want to ruin her hair, but Alex has told Millie she suspects their friend can’t actually swim.
‘You know who I think you’d make a really cute couple with,’ Becca says now, finishing the bottle and chucking it onto the grass in front of them.
‘Who?’ Millie says, preparing herself to be offended. Becca loves doing this, often picking the worst boys in their school to pair her up with as if that’s all she deserves.
‘My brother.’
‘Luke?’ Millie says, sitting up straight.
‘Yeah.’ Becca laughs and pulls Millie back down to lie next to her. ‘You like him, don’t you?’
‘No,’ Millie splutters. ‘I don’t… I—’
‘It’s okay, Mills,’ Becca says. ‘I don’t care.’
God, Millie wishes she could tell her – just blurt it out so all of this shit could be done with, but she knows she can’t. Becca would absolutely care! Becca is the queen of caring too much about everything and making everyone else care about it too. There’s no way she’d be chill about this.
‘I know you and Alex are super weird about my brother, which is pretty gross. But honestly? I think if he thought you liked him, he might actually—’
Millie closes her eyes and feels her cheeks go pink. She can’t think about Luke like that anymore. Sometimes, she does imagine that there’s a world in which she ended up with him, that she could call him her boyfriend and go out with him on the weekends with her friends and kiss at parties and hold hands in the corridor. It would be nice to have something normal like that, to have people know that she had someone who liked her. She misses being able to talk to her friends, really talk to them. If Luke had chosen her, would she have had all of that? If Luke had chosen her, maybe she’d never have fallen for someone she could only love in secret.
Sometimes, all the secrecy makes her so lonely that she wishes she hadn’t met him at all. But whenever she lets herself think that, she remembers his face when she said it to him one day after school. He’d cried. She had gone still with the shock of it – seeing this person she loved so much so hurt by her words. She had wanted to hurt him; he’d hurt her. He sometimes did that, when he got too carried away, and she tried to make him stop, but sometimes he couldn’t. You don’t know what you do to me, Millie. I lose all self-control. He’d lost it again last night, and her wrists bore the marks. She strokes them now, this physical evidence of their relationship. Maybe we should end this now, he’d said after she couldn’t stop crying last night, and that panicked her in a way she hadn’t felt before. She couldn’t lose him. If he left her now, it would be like it never even happened. No one would even know they had existed.
She feels panicked thinking about that now, the idea that their whole relationship could so easily disappear into dust. How can something be real if no one else knows about it?
‘I don’t like Luke anymore,’ Millie says suddenly, breaking Becca’s monologue. ‘I like someone else.’
‘Oh my GOD, who? Tell me!’
Millie hesitates a second, but she already knows what she is going to do. Becca is beaming, her eyes wide and excited, waiting for the news. ‘We’ve actually been seeing each other for a while now…’ she says, and she feels so grown up, so special.
‘Millicent Cadwell, you DARK horse!’ Becca rolls over on her side to face Millie and prods her in the stomach. ‘Who is it? You have to tell me absolutely everything. Now!’
Millie can’t help but feel herself smiling under the gaze of adoration, and she doesn’t know, looking back, if it was the effect of the Smirnoff Ice on her ever-empty stomach, or purely the desperation she had to make their relationship real, but she does. She tells Becca everything.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Katie – Now
My mum always used to call me a sneak, but I’m not sneaking. I just happened to be passing the kitchen when I heard Georgia and Jenny talking and decided to stop and listen. I’m not hiding; if they came outside and saw me, I wouldn’t run away, so I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m just listening.
‘I’m really sorry for what I said,’ Jenny tells Georgia.
She laughs back, and that’s good because it must mean she isn’t angry about us thinking she was sleeping with Alex’s boyfriend.
‘I’m dying to know everything, though, G. How did you meet this mystery man? Which app?’
‘It wasn’t an app! I always said I’d never meet anyone real on them, didn’t I?’
‘You did.’
I’ve never tried any of the dating apps. On TV shows, people like me – people who don’t have the confidence to put themselves on there – usually get put on by their friends during a night filled with wine and confidence-boosting, but I don’t have any friends like that, and I’m certainly not going to put myself on an app. What would I even say? Katie is a 29-year-old nurse with no friends and a dead sister who she looks a lot like but is somehow still not as pretty.
‘How we met is a bit… unusual,’ I hear Georgia say.
‘I love an unusual origin story.’
‘Well, you know what happened with Fletch…’
Georgia must mean her brother. He was at our school; I didn’t like him all that much. He was four years above me, so the year above Georgia and Becca. Becca always used to call him a perv; I remember that because after I heard her saying it to Alex once, I asked Mum what it meant, and she was so angry at me for saying the word that she didn’t speak to me for two whole days.
Fletch was smaller than the other boys but wicked at football – so he didn’t get the worst of the bullying, but he definitely got some. When he was in year eleven, the year Becca died, he had this massive growth spurt, and everyone realised he was on his way to being a professional footballer, so he suddenly became very popular. And very, very mean. He was one of the ones who would call Becca a slut and corner me in the corridor, asking if I was as ‘up for it’ as she was. I hated him. I heard that he got injured a few years into his football career – I was quite pleased about that – but stayed on as some sort of coach or something. I’d almost forgotten he existed until hearing his name now. He’s so different to Georgia, it’s easy to not connect them at all.
‘It really fucked us up, Jen. I know you’re supposed to always be on the woman’s side now, but she was lying,’ Georgia says while Jenny stays silent. ‘The police even said so! That’s why they dropped the case.’
Jenny murmurs something too quiet for me to hear.
‘She was lying, Jen. She was. And poor Fletch nearly lost his job – he nearly lost everything. You don’t know what it was like, my big brother telling me he wanted… he wanted to die. I was terrified he would kill himself.’
A tingle runs up my spine.
Becca never told me what she was going to do. I had no idea my sister, my favourite person in the world, wanted to die.
The thought still shocks me after all these years. My sister killed herself. I say it out loud when I’m on my own because I can never say it to anyone else. Mum and Dad didn’t even say it when it happened; Rebecca has died, I was told. There was an accident. I found out the truth from my form tutor, who handed me a badly designed leaflet titled ‘Coping with suicide’ before we had a whole-school assembly about it. People were very kind to me for a while after that, and that made me feel worse because, surely, if I was a good sister, I would have seen the signs? I could have stopped her.
I knew things were bad – I knew she was upset that our dad wouldn’t let up; every single day there were fights, and Becca would run upstairs in tears and lock herself away, but I mostly stayed out of it. I found it all a bit annoying if I’m honest. I don’t like how it feels to remember that, to remember how much I wished Becca would shut up about it all. Before she died, everyone at school said that all the trouble she’d caused was her fault anyway, that she’d wanted it, and I did find myself agreeing because I knew what Becca could be like when she wanted something. She always got it.
Really, it’s not surprising she never confided in me, I suppose, given that I clearly didn’t have her back all that much. But she promised me she’d come back that night. Before she left, I caught her on the stairs, and I cried because I didn’t want her to go out – I had this feeling of dread, like I knew if she left, she would never come back – but she promised me she would. I’ll be back home really soon, Katie. I promise. Go back to bed. She was hardly ever kind to me like that, usually she’d tell me to piss off and stop sneaking around in the dark watching her. That’s probably why I did as I was told. I didn’t wake Mum and Dad up. I didn’t tell anyone she was sneaking out in the middle of the night. She promised me she was coming back, but she never did. A good sister would have known she was lying; a good sister would have stopped her.
I force myself to tune back into the conversation in the kitchen and catch the end of Georgia’s sentence.
‘…he runs this support group. It’s amazing work he does, honestly, Jen. You should see him when he’s leading the group! I walked in that day totally alone and just so full of shame and… I don’t know. Disgust, I felt real disgust even talking about what Fletch had been accused of. But he made me realise that’s what the accusers want. They want to silence the families so that they never stand up for the accused. And then he helped me, and Fletch, come to terms with what had happened to us – what that woman’s lies had done – and showed us there is a life after all of the awful accusations.’
‘What happened to her?’ Jenny says after a beat.
‘Who?’
‘The girl, the one who accused Fletch of rape—’
‘She’s not a girl,’ Georgia snaps. ‘She was twenty years old. Very much an adult. And I’ve no idea what happened to her. Nothing good, I hope.’
There’s a silence between the two of them now, and I wonder if it’s because Jenny is as horrified as I am that Georgia could be so cold.
‘One of the things he says—’
‘He?’ Jenny asks.
‘Look, I don’t want to say his name yet, okay? Let’s just call him my partner.’ Even through the door, I can hear the smile in Georgia’s voice at being able to say the word partner, which is nice despite the topic of conversation. ‘That if the women who falsely accused them of… if they faced the same consequences as the men they accused, then—’
‘Wait,’ Jenny interrupts. ‘So your partner… he’s also been accused of—’
‘Why are you saying it like that?’ Georgia snaps. ‘He didn’t do anything, Jen! That’s the whole point of the group. It’s to support people who’ve been falsely accused!’
‘I just didn’t think there were many men that were falsely accused, though, G. Isn’t that kind of the whole thing we’ve learnt over the years? Just because it can’t be proved doesn’t mean—’
‘So you’re saying my brother is a rapist?’
‘No!’ Jenny backtracks then sighs heavily. ‘Of course I’m not saying that. I just wish you’d told me, told us, about all of this before.’
‘Yeah, well, we all have our secrets, don’t we?’ There’s a pause where nothing is said, and I wish I was in the room with them because it feels like I’d understand this whole conversation a lot better if I could see their faces. ‘Look, I know what you and Lainey have planned. I heard you on the phone last night—’
‘Oh, G. I’m sorry, I was going to tell you,’ Jenny says as I try to peer through the gap in the door to get a look at her face. It feels like something big is going on here, and I want to know what it is; I’m so fed up with being the one no one tells anything to. I push my eye up against the crack, leaning on the door a little too heavily as it gives way on its hinges and lets out an ominous creak; I dive back so they won’t see me.
‘What was that?’ I hear Georgia say.
They both go quiet. My mother was right; I am a sneak, and so I sneak away, like I was never here at all.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Millie – Now
‘What are you doing?’ Katie jumps when she sees me, and I frown.
‘Nothing,’ she says, but she looks like a guilty kid.
‘I need your help,’ I tell her, tugging her by the arm away from the corridor where I know the others are within earshot.
‘With what?’ Katie asks.
I wait until we’re at the top of the stairs to reply, walking behind Katie rather than side-by-side. I pull her into my bedroom and close the door behind us.
‘I need to make it up to Alex,’ I tell her, and she furrows her brows. ‘I’ve been such a shit friend to her.’
‘I’m not sure how I can help with that.’
‘You know what’s going on this weekend, don’t you?’ I ask, and she nods. ‘Georgia’s been pretty cagey about the plans. I thought maybe there were some more games happening or something that I could use to show Alex how sorry I am.’
Katie scrunches up her nose and thinks. ‘There is one more surprise—’
‘What is it?’
‘Gifts,’ Katie says after a pause. ‘Georgia made you all gift bags.’
‘Oh, that’s perfect,’ I say, taking a seat on the bed. ‘I can leave her a note inside the bag.’
‘Why don’t you just tell her now how sorry you are?’ Katie asks, her head cocked to the side, studying me.
I sigh. ‘You wouldn’t get it,’ I say. ‘It’s not as easy as that. Alex has a way of making my words come out all wrong. If I try and talk to her, I know I’ll mess it up.’
‘I do get it,’ Katie says, sitting next to me on the bed. ‘I feel like everything I say comes out wrong.’
I give her a squeeze on the arm but don’t linger; I don’t have the mental energy to talk Katie up right now. Instead, I get up from the bed and start searching the room for a pen and paper. If I’m going to get Alex to forgive me, I’m going to need to write a bloody good letter.

An hour or so later, I make my way downstairs with the letter folded into the back pocket of my jeans. In it, I’ve tried to explain everything to Alex. I’ve told her how it has always felt to be the scrappy foster kid compared to her perfect family, how I’ve always been the second best, the one you feel a bit sorry for but never admire. How all of that changed when I met Luke, and how it clouded my judgement about her. I haven’t repainted our friendship into something perfect; I still believe that deep down, Alex and I aren’t that good for each other. But I’ve been truthful – possibly for the first time in my whole life – about how hard it has always been being her friend and yet how much I need her despite all of that. I don’t know if it will be enough to mend the gaping wound I’ve created in our relationship, but it will be a start.
In the living room, Alex and Jenny are curled up on the sofa alongside a roaring fire. Alex has stopped crying, but her face is red and puffy; the fury that has been written across her brow all weekend has melted away and been replaced with what was beneath it: heartbreak. I try to smile as she looks up at me; she kind of returns it, it’s hard to tell.
‘Hi, sweetie,’ Jenny says, patting the empty space on the couch beside her. ‘You okay?’
‘I’m okay,’ I say as I take a seat. ‘Are you guys?’ Jenny nods, her arm curling around Alex.
We sit for a moment, watching the fire lick and hiss against the backdrop of the dark sky outside and the rain that continues to lash at the windows.
‘I’m going to try and forage for some food in the kitchen,’ Jenny eventually says. ‘There must be something we can cobble together for dinner.’
Alex and I are left alone. I feel I should say something. But as I start to open my mouth, Katie walks in and the moment is lost. She sits down in the armchair across from us and says nothing for a few moments, the three of us staring at the fire in awkward silence.
Then, Katie speaks. ‘I’m sorry about your husband, Alex,’ she says.
‘He isn’t my husband,’ Alex replies, quick as anything.
‘Oh, no. I know he isn’t yet, I just meant…’ Katie looks to me for help, but there’s nothing I can say, so we revert back to painful silence.
‘You could still get married,’ I say eventually, hopefully.
Alex shoots me a withering look. ‘Do you not think we’ve thought about that? Dan barely has the energy to get out of bed right now, I’m not dragging him up the aisle while he…’ Alex stops, her words lost in a sob before she composes herself again. ‘He’s going to die, and I won’t even be able to say that I lost my husband. I won’t be a widow. I’ll just be someone whose boyfriend died.’ She shakes her head in disbelief, but I don’t have the words to console her.
‘When Becca died…’ Katie says, and I wince; I wish she wouldn’t keep bringing her up. ‘When Becca died, I became the girl whose sister died, and that was pretty horrible. Everyone treated me differently. For a few weeks, I was popular. And, you’ve met me, I’m not usually popular.’ She pauses as if remembering. ‘It was horrible, actually. Because I loved everyone suddenly wanting to be my best friend, but then I felt so bad for enjoying anything about Becca’s death—’
‘You were just a kid,’ Alex interrupts.
‘I know. But I guess I’m saying that you might feel strange things after… when he dies, you know. It’s not straightforward. Grief.’
Tears cloud Alex’s eyes again and she nods. Still, I say nothing.
‘Becca dying was the worst thing that ever happened to me. It still is. Nothing was ever the same again.’
Alex looks at me then, and it’s strange because I’d expect her eyes to be clouded with sorrow, but there’s something else there that has no place. I narrow my eyes, confused by what I’m seeing. Because I can read Alex’s emotions as well as my own, and right now, what Alex is feeling looks a lot like guilt.
‘I’m sorry, Katie,’ she says. ‘I’m really sorry.’
With that, she gets up and walks out of the living room, leaving Katie and me to exchange nervous glances.

An hour or so later, everyone is back in the living room together, but no one is smiling or popping the prosecco anymore. The guilt I saw written across Alex’s face earlier has disappeared, and I wonder if I imagined it. There’s nothing for Alex to feel guilty about. Perhaps I was seeing in her what I feel myself? I pull my bare feet underneath me on the sofa and study my friends. Alex and Jenny have joined me in dropping the pretence of looking anything other than ourselves tonight. I’ve got on my favourite grey cotton hoodie and loose joggers; Alex has scrubbed off her make-up and has on a black hoodie and the blue leggings I’ve seen her wear on countless mornings for a run, and Jenny is similarly comfy in a cream roll-neck jumper and checked pyjama bottoms. Georgia, on the other hand, is dressed like we’re about to go on a night out. Her blonde hair is swept into the kind of high ponytail that gives me a headache to look at, and her eyelashes are spiky with thick black mascara. The combination of her skintight black turtleneck and severe dark red painted lips is quite alarming. She looks gorgeous. But quite out of place. We’re clearly not leaving the house any time soon; the rain hasn’t relented for hours, and the sky is now pitch black, while thunder rumbles away in the distance.
‘Right,’ Jenny says with a smile. ‘I know this weekend hasn’t turned out how any of us would have liked…’ Alex snorts at this, and Jenny throws her a sad frown. ‘But at least we’re all here, together, like old times. And with Katie, of course.’ She smiles at Katie a little awkwardly as if she forgot her for a second, but Katie smiles back innocently. ‘This is our last night together, and we should try and make the most of it—’
‘How?’ Alex barks. ‘We’ve nothing decent to eat. We’re out of alcohol, and we can’t go anywhere.’
Jenny smiles patiently, like Alex is a toddler having a strop and she’s an indulgent mother. ‘G was going to save this for tomorrow as a leaving gift, but it feels like we could all do with a bit of a pick me up now, so…’ She nods at Georgia, who leaves the room for a second then returns, her arms carrying four large pink gift bags tied with white and gold string. Katie showed me where they were stored earlier, and I slipped my note into Alex’s bag. The sight of the bag now makes my heart drum against my ribs.
Georgia hands the bags out one by one, and despite everything going on this weekend, my stomach does a little fizz of excitement when she passes mine, noticing the golden M handwritten on the front. If it weren’t for Alex, growing up, I’d never have had any presents – my foster carers were given £35 per year to spend on me for my birthday, but they would usually give it to me in the form of a voucher, usually for a shop I had no interest in. It’s totally different to be given a gift that someone has gone out and bought especially for you, then taken the care to wrap.
‘You didn’t have to do this, guys,’ I say, my voice coming out a little too desperate for my liking.
Georgia shrugs as if it was nothing. ‘You’re our best friends, and we wanted to show you how much we love you, both of you,’ she says, directing the last comment at Alex as if she thinks Alex might have forgotten this fact.
‘I can’t claim any glory here,’ Jenny says. ‘This was all G’s idea. I don’t even know what’s in them.’
‘Thank you, but… I don’t think I want to see any wedding stuff,’ Alex says, but Georgia cuts her off.
‘It’s not wedding related, don’t worry.’
Alex nods but still doesn’t move to untie her gift bag. I worry for a moment she won’t open the bag at all and will never see my apology letter.
‘Katie, why don’t you go first?’ Jenny suggests.
We all turn to watch Katie gently pull on the golden bow so that the bag opens up in front of her. She does it so slowly and with so much awe that Jenny begins to laugh and tells her, not unkindly, to hurry up or we’ll be here all night. Katie then quickly takes each wrapped present out of the bag and places them on the coffee table in front of her. There are three in total. The wrapping paper is plain but beautiful – brown parchment paper covered in tiny rose gold stars.
‘Our mum used to try and get us to save wrapping paper to reuse,’ Katie says to us as she studies the gifts. ‘She’d send us off to parties, and we’d politely ask the present opener not to rip the wrapping so we could take it home. My paper was always returned carefully folded and passed to Mum like another present; she’d be so pleased when she was able to gently remove the Sellotape and fold the paper back into the special drawer, ready for next time. Becca and Luke never brought the paper back. Mum would get cross at Becca but never Luke. Becca told me once that she never even asked people to be careful, just let them rip our paper straight through as if it didn’t matter at all.’
The four of us exchange an awkward look as Katie continues to stare down at her presents, lost in the memory.
‘Come on!’ Jenny prompts her. ‘There’s no need to keep the paper now – just rip it! That’s half the fun of getting a present.’
She does open the gift but doesn’t rip it, and I know that she will take the paper home with her, folding it carefully for her own drawer.
‘Oh,’ Katie says, when she finishes opening the first gift. ‘I’ve never seen this before…’ She turns it to face us.
It’s a framed picture of all of us – me, Alex, Becca, Georgia, and Katie. We must be twelve or thirteen, so Katie would have been nine or ten.
‘I thought you might like to see it,’ Georgia says, moving from the sofa to sit next to Katie. ‘Do you remember that day?’
Katie stares hard at the photograph but then shakes her head. Georgia takes the frame from her and brings it to the sofa to show Alex and me with a smile. I nod without really looking at the image, not wanting to see Becca’s accusing face staring back at me. Alex hands the frame back to Georgia without looking at all, and trains her eyes back onto Katie, who continues to unwrap her gifts, now with a little more pace. She unwraps a pair of thick blue cosy socks and sniffs at a Lime & Basil scented candle.
‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘You didn’t have to get me anything, it’s really thoughtful.’
Georgia shrugs. ‘I thought you might like a reminder of your sister. You know, how things were before…’
I hear the faintest intake of breath from Alex and try to catch her eye to show her that I also wish Georgia would stop talking about Becca, but she stares into the fire wordlessly, and I know there’s no way I’ll ever get through to her if she doesn’t read my letter.



Chapter Forty
Alex – Now
The thing is about telling people your husband-to-be is dying, you think it’ll fundamentally change something, at the very least. The sympathy is expected, the pity, yada-yada. But – and I’m being honest here – you do also kind of assume it might give you a bit of a free pass to act however you want and do whatever you need to. So I’m very surprised to find myself stuck in yet another situation I have no desire to be in, just a few hours after telling my friends that Dan is dying.
‘Oh babe,’ Jenny tells Georgia as she unwraps her final gift.
I’m not sure exactly what G was going for with these gifts, but so far the sequence has been the same: one deeply sentimental memory of how well we all know each other, and two generic gifts. I didn’t enjoy seeing the photo she gave Katie, how young and innocent we looked, how much it seemed to mean to Katie to see herself included in our group both now and then. Jenny’s personal gift was less triggering, a pair of Havaianas flip flops in the same colour and style as the ones Jenny lost on a big ‘Aussie’ pub crawl in our first year and mourned the loss of for weeks.
But now it’s Millie’s turn, and I wish more than anything I wasn’t here, that I was at home, even if home now is a cold flat where Dan’s silence fills every room. The others seem to have forgotten mine and Millie’s huge fight, as if the news about Dan has papered over all the other hurts and nothing else matters. Even Millie seems keen to pretend we’re still friends and keeps trying to catch my eye. I don’t know how to feel about any of it.
Millie rips open the paper in the way she always has – like she might never get another present and wants to make the most of every second by enjoying it to the full. I’ve always made a big deal of Millie’s birthday. Her next one is five months away; will Dan still be alive by then? Or will I be so consumed by the grief of his loss that, for once, her birthday won’t even register? Either way, I guess she has Luke and Katie now to celebrate her milestones with. I doubt she’ll even notice my absence.
‘What is this?’ Millie asks, squinting to see whatever is in the A4 frame she’s unwrapped.
Georgia grins, the effect cartoon-like with her thick red lips against her pale cheeks lit by the fire. She’s wedged herself on the sofa between Millie and me.
‘Read it!’
I watch Millie’s face take in whatever is in the frame but quickly realise something is wrong.
‘I found it when I was moving a few months ago,’ Georgia says, oblivious. ‘Read it out, Mills. It’s so funny, read it!’ But Millie shakes her head, her cheeks colouring.
The old instinct to protect her comes over me, and I reach for the frame to start reading to save her from having to speak.
I recognise the handwriting instantly; it’s a note torn out of an old A4 school exercise book.
‘What is it?’ Jenny asks.
‘It’s a note between Mills and me at school,’ Georgia says. ‘Read out it, Al! I couldn’t believe it when I found it – I thought it would be the perfect hen-do present.’
I know this is going to be a bad idea, but I also know if I don’t read it, Georgia will take it off me and read it herself and at least if I’m reading, I don’t have to deal with controlling my reactions as I listen.
‘Do you fancy anyone?’ I read the first line out loud.
‘That’s me writing!’ Georgia squeals.
‘And then there’s a hand-drawn box with the answers yes / no / maybe—’
‘Oh my god,’ Jenny laughs. ‘I used to love doing this at school. What did Mills tick?’
I glance over at Millie, who is looking at me with a tight smile.
‘She ticked yes.’
Everyone laughs, except Millie.
‘Then Georgia writes, “OMG tell me who!!!”’ I read.
‘Is this about who I think it’s about?’ Jenny asks, and Georgia laughs with a knowing nod.
‘Guys, we don’t have to read this,’ Millie says. ‘It’s embarrassing.’
‘Oh babe, it’s not, it’s adorable! I wish I had something like this about Lainey from when we first met.’
‘I’ve probably got some WhatsApps I could print if you like,’ Georgia says, and Jenny laughs again. ‘Keep reading,’ Georgia instructs, and so I do.
‘I’m not telling you everything, Millie writes – with a line under ‘everything’ – but here are five things that I like about him.’
‘Oh, this is too cute,’ Jenny says.
‘Okay, so then it’s a numbered list,’ I say flippantly as if this is all very silly and isn’t killing Millie and infuriating me. ‘And it says, 1. He’s really fit. 2. He’s very clever. 3. He has perfect teeth. 4. He’s mature. 5. He fancies me too.’
The others howl with laughter, and I watch Millie as she tries to laugh along, but she’s mortified and I know why.
‘But Luke didn’t have perfect teeth back then,’ Katie says, a frown on her face. ‘He argued with Dad about it all the time because Dad would never let any of us get braces. Luke saved up and paid for it privately later ’cause he hated his teeth so much.’
Jenny shrugs as Millie looks even more uncomfortable. ‘Well, you know what they say,’ Jenny says in a sing-song tone. ‘True love is blind.’
Georgia and Jenny laugh more, and I try to join in so that no one takes any notice of Millie, who takes the framed note back from me and looks at it with something like disgust.
‘I just thought it was so romantic,’ Georgia says, leaning into Millie. ‘You guys can have it up on your bedroom wall after you’re married and know that you’ve loved each other all this time.’
‘Well, Millie loved Luke all this time,’ Katie states in that bizarre, matter-of-fact way that you can’t really argue with.
‘I think Luke had a soft spot for Mills back then too, don’t you, Al?’ Georgia says, trying to cover Katie’s bluntness.
‘Yeah,’ I say reluctantly. ‘Millie said it herself, didn’t she? Number 5: He likes me too.’ The others laugh, even Katie, while Millie hides her face in her hands as if this is totally mortifying, but I know that’s not the real reason she hates hearing her own words read back. These words aren’t about Luke, and now Millie has a framed reminder of the man they are really about.
‘Okay, Al,’ Georgia says. ‘Your go.’
Unlike the others, I start with my two smaller gifts that I know will be generic. Unlike the others, I don’t get a pair of blue fluffy socks and a candle but a multi-pack of trainer socks for running and a paperback titled Seven Habits of Ultra-Successful People.
‘Erm, thank you?’ I say.
Georgia laughs. ‘Well, you’re not exactly the ‘get cosy with a candle’ type, are you? I thought this was more your speed.’
Katie asks to see my gifts and nods appreciatively, as if to her, these things make total sense about me as a person.
I pull out an envelope with my name on the front.
‘What’s that?’ Georgia says, and I roll my eyes at her mock ignorance of the gifts she packed.
‘Maybe open that one in your room,’ Millie says in a panicked voice as I turn over the envelope, and my stomach dips. I look up at her, finally meeting her eye, and I know that whatever is in this envelope isn’t from Georgia at all.
As if saved by a cosmic force, the lights suddenly go out and everyone screams. The room is in near pitch-black darkness, lit only by the dying embers in the fireplace. A huge roar of wind bashes at the windows, causing more screams, quickly followed by a rumble of thunder, then the entire room is briefly lit up by a flash of lightning.
‘It must be a power cut,’ Georgia says, her face lit up from below.
‘You’ve got your phone!’ Katie says as Georgia rolls her eyes in her phone’s torch light.
‘Of course I do,’ she says. ‘How else is everything going to stay organised?’
‘You said no phones,’ I say.
‘I said no phones for you, not for me,’ she replies petulantly.
‘Do you know where the fuse box is?’ Katie asks, a tremble in her voice.
It quickly becomes apparent that no one knows where the fuse box is, or how to switch the electric back on even if we did.
‘It’s pretty late, anyway, so shall we just call it a night?’ Jenny suggests, and I’m glad that she has offered this up so I don’t have to be the one to say it.
Everyone agrees, except Millie, who I know will be quiet because she hates the dark and doesn’t want to be alone.
‘Al,’ I hear her say as I’m walking out of the room.
‘Mills, you come and stay with me,’ Georgia says, cutting her off. ‘I know you hate the dark.’ I look at Millie, or at least I look in the direction her face would be if I could see through the darkness and hope that she’ll shake Georgia off and continue to try and talk to me, but instead, I hear her mumble thank you, and the two of them walk out in front of me with their arms linked.
I trudge behind, defeated, as Georgia leads us upstairs by torchlight after stopping in the kitchen to give us each a few tea lights to use in our rooms.
‘Just be careful,’ she says as we close our doors. ‘The last thing we need is one of you setting fire to the house and us all burning to death in our beds.’
With that chirpy thought, I pull my door closed and stand in total darkness.

I’m sure the others are asleep by now, but I’m sitting on my bed, the two tea lights giving off just enough meagre flickering light for me to see around the room. I can’t sleep; I have tried. I lay down flat and did all the exercises they tell you to do on relaxation podcasts, but my mind refuses to switch off. The storm outside rages on, and it feels like the night will never end. I’ve no idea what time it is because, despite all this, Georgia still has my phone. It dawns on me that this is really stupid, actually, and I decide to go and retrieve it. If she and Millie are awake, I’ll just ask for it back, and if not, I’ll have to find it in her room. Either way, I’ll feel better once I have my phone and a piece of normality back.
I gently push open my bedroom door, but something on the other side is stopping it. For a second, I think I’ve been shut in my room – imagining a chair pushed up against the door to prevent me from escaping – but when I shine the tea light through the crack in the door, I see it’s just my present bag from earlier. G must have brought it up for me to open in the morning. I push the door open and bring it into my bedroom.
Even though I’ve no real desire to know what memory Georgia wants me to relive, it’s better to open the gift without everyone watching me, so I reach into the bag and feel around. First, I pull out the socks and book and place them on the desk beside me, then I go back in. My hand feels two more things – which is strange because I only felt one earlier, and everyone else got three gifts in total – two wrapped plus the envelope. I lay the gifts on the bed in front of me.
I unwrap the first one carefully, not wanting to let the ripping sound wake anyone. It’s a small frame, and when I turn it over, I expect to see another photo, like the one Katie got, but this isn’t a photo. I bring the candle over, burning my fingers on the wax, and shine it onto the frame. It’s a print of Ophelia, the young dead girl, hair fanned out around her, as she’s carried away by the river. Why the fuck would Georgia give this to me? I rip the next box open manically with shaking hands, and the noise is so loud that I expect the others to plough through the door at any moment, but no one does, and it’s just me alone on my bed, shoving the ringing alarm clock under my pillow to silence the sound. Once it’s done, I pull it back out. On the clock face are the words TIME TO TELL THE TRUTH.
Finally, I open the envelope from Millie and see the same familiar red words scrawled angrily onto a sheet of paper: YOU LIED. SHE DIED.
I run to my en-suite and retch into the toilet. There’s no denying this anymore; someone knows what I did. What did Millie warn me earlier? You may want to open that in your room. Like it was something I’d want to see alone. I walk back into the bedroom, which is now barely lit by my one candle, the other having burned itself out, and shove the horrible ‘gifts’ back in the bag, my breathing so heavy it pounds in my ears.
Could Millie be behind all of this?
If she knows the truth, it makes sense that she might hate me. Her silence over the last few weeks would make sense. The anger that spills out of every interaction she and I have had recalibrates itself in light of this.
But even if she did know, there is no way she’d push me to tell the truth like this. She would lose as much as I would if it all came out. None of this makes any sense.
A flash of lightning hits, quickly followed by another. It’s enough to light up the moors outside my window and that’s when I see it again – a figure outside, watching me.
That’s enough.
Whoever is out there – whoever has been torturing me all weekend – I’m not going to hide anymore. I grab my raincoat from the back of the door and march downstairs.
The house is silent apart from the storm, and once I’m downstairs, I know no one will hear me. I should have got my phone from Georgia; it’s utterly insane to confront a stranger on my own out on the moors in the middle of the night during a storm with no way to contact anyone, but if I turn back now, I’ll never get the courage to confront them again, so I march on through the house, through the kitchen to the back door. The key is still in the lock, and I turn it with defiance and step outside into the storm.



Chapter Forty-One
Then
She had known telling Becca about her relationship was a mistake as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Millie had thought her friend would be excited for her – maybe even jealous that Millie finally had a boyfriend, she was finally having sex. She’d pictured her and Becca deconstructing the relationship piece by piece and building it back up into something magical until every single word he’d ever said to her was written in their memory banks. When Alex had lost her virginity to Michael Fellows at that party over Easter, they all sat around and dissected it for days afterwards. Becca’s always remained tight-lipped about her own experiences with boys, only ever giving the group tiny morsels – enough to make sure they know she is the most experienced but never enough for them to pore over like they did with Alex. But Becca hadn’t given Millie any of the attention she’d expected after her confession; it was a bit unnerving, but Millie assumed she was jealous. Probably couldn’t accept that chubby little Millie was the one who’d got the guy instead of her.
Becca hadn’t been excited. In fact, when Millie first said the words, her friend’s pretty face curled into something ugly. Millie had hesitated then, as if what she had confessed to was wrong somehow. But how could it be? She loved him. He loved her. She instantly regretted sharing something so precious with her friend; he’d always said people would never understand, and he was right. But still, Becca promised she wouldn’t tell a soul, and Millie believed her. Despite everything, Millie trusted Becca.

It’s been a week since Millie told Becca the truth, and things still feel off. As well as avoiding Becca, Millie’s found herself avoiding him too. It’s been hard to be around him, knowing that she has betrayed him like that and put everything at risk, so she’s pulled away. But still, he is all she thinks about, and with school coming to an end for summer in two months, she’s found herself growing more desperate to fix things to make sure he’ll still make the effort to see her when they’re not forced together every day.
I need to c u
The text bleeps on her phone, and at first, she thinks it’s him, but it’s just Becca. She hesitates for a moment, wondering how long she can keep ignoring her.
Pls, I need to tell u something
That’s what does it – the fear. Ever since she’s told Becca, she is in a constant state of fear that Becca won’t keep her promise and will tell the others. If Alex finds out, Millie knows things won’t be good.
I’m coming over


Becca texts, and Millie tells her fine because she can’t keep hiding from her friend.
Twenty minutes later, Becca arrives. Millie is already waiting outside because she hates her friends seeing the house she lives in.
It’s too hot outside; the heat is a persistent sticky cloud that hangs over her, making her Dream Matte foundation slide off her clear skin.
‘What’s up?’ Millie asks Becca as they walk side by side through the estate to the park. Becca lives on the other side of town, the ‘nice’ side, as Millie always thinks of it, and she imagines Becca begging her mum for a lift to Millie’s so that she didn’t have to get all sweaty on the walk over, feeling a prickle of envy that Becca always has this option.
‘I just thought we should talk,’ Becca says, and Millie feels her stomach muscles constrict. ‘I need to tell you something, Mills,’ she says once they reach the park and sit down on the old scraggy green bench that they always favour by the river.
Millie studies Becca’s face – she isn’t made up today like she often is for school, but that makes sense if she’s come straight from home. Becca has to sneak different clothes and extra make-up into her school bag each day to make a total transformation from the daughter her parents expect her to be to the Becca the rest of the world knows. She still looks annoyingly pretty, Millie thinks, actually even more so without the usual thick black lashes and pink pouty lips.
‘It’s about Mr Booth—’
‘Grant,’ Millie says, not wanting to talk about him like he’s a teacher.
Becca frowns then nods. ‘Look, I know you think that what you two have is special, that you love him—’
‘It is special, and I do love him.’
‘But does he love you?’ Becca shoots back.
‘Of course he does,’ Millie says, though she feels a seed of doubt deep inside her stomach that’s always there. ‘He tells me he does every day.’
‘But how do you know that he really loves you? What the two of you are doing, it isn’t right—’
‘Oh, come on!’ Millie cries, furious that of all her friends, Becca is the one judging her. ‘You see older guys all the time!’
Becca nods. ‘Yeah, but… I don’t know, I don’t pretend that we’re in love.’
‘I’m not pretending, he does love me. We’re going to be together as soon as we can after school.’
‘Look, Mills—’
‘No,’ she says, standing up. ‘I don’t want to hear it. He said this is what you’d be like if I told you, but I didn’t believe him. I thought that you’d be happy for me.’
‘Mills, come on! I just want you to be careful. You could get hurt—’
‘Hurt? What would you know about getting hurt?’ She spat the words at Becca, who lurched back. All the rage and resentment that Millie had kept down until now was bubbling to the surface. ‘You’re so bloody spoiled – all of you! You’ve no idea what it’s like for me, what my life has been like. I’ve finally got someone who cares about me, who is going to look after me after you lot swan off to uni paid for by your parents, and I’m stuck here and—’ she gulped for air, not able to carry on. This had been a fear deep in her bones for a while. One she’d shared with him early in their relationship – the idea that she would one day be left behind. She’d kept up with the girls throughout school, managing to cover up the fact that she had no money, no permanence, no stability and pretend her life was just like theirs. But in a few years, she’d be out of the foster system while they’d be coddled by their parents forever. Where would that leave her? Alone. Except for him. Grant had promised her he’d never leave, that he’d be her person forever.
She starts to walk away from Becca, tears stinging her eyes. It’s the most honest she’s ever been with her friend, and she can already see that Becca doesn’t get it, won’t ever get it.
‘Millie!’ Becca shouts and comes running after her. She grabs her by the shoulder and spins her around.
‘Look, I get it,’ Becca says, her own face now crumbling into tears. ‘I do. I totally get why you like him—’
‘I don’t like him, I love him. He loves me—’
‘I know you think that—’
‘I think that because it’s true—’
‘I know why you believe him, because I believed him too.’
Millie stops, faces her friend. ‘What?’ she whispers.
‘I’m sorry, Mills. I know you don’t want to hear this. I had no idea about the two of you; he told me that it was only me, that I was special…’
Millie shakes her head as if that will somehow stop Becca’s words, stop the feeling in her stomach as she listens to her friend tell her that the man she loves is a liar and a cheat and that the dream of the future she’s held onto isn’t real. That it’s all been a lie.



Chapter Forty-Two
Alex – Now
The rain is so heavy that even if it weren’t pitch black outside, I know I wouldn’t be able to see a thing. My sodden raincoat sticks to me instantly, its previous protection now a sodden joke. I’m beginning to think I have imagined the mysterious person watching me and consider running back inside to the warmth, but as the lighting strikes again, I see someone.
The figure is lit up by the torch they’re shining into our living room window, which is around the side of the house from where I’m standing. I approach the intruder carefully, blood pounding in my ears, adrenaline pushing me forward through the storm. They’ve got a black raincoat on, the hood up and covering their face, but still I search for signs of recognition. Whoever this is – whoever has been leaving me threats – this is personal. The closer I get, the easier it is to see what they’re doing; their torchlight is shining into the windows and their face is pressed up against the glass as if they’re desperate to see inside. I’m within touching distance of them now, but I’m rooted to the spot, with no idea what to do next.
They turn as another crack of lightning lights the moors yet again, and we look each other straight in the eye.
‘What the FUCK?’ I shout, grabbing the torch to shine it so that their face is lit up. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’
Luke stands back, his hands up to his eyes, and I realise I’m blinding him, so I lower the torch beam a fraction. He’s soaked through, his eyes bloodshot and scared.
‘I’m looking for Millie.’
‘Why?’
‘Why are you here?’ He spits back as if I’m the intruder dressed in black skulking about in the storm alone.
‘Are you joking? This is my hen-do.’
Luke shakes his head, sending water cascading down his forehead.
‘Can you just let me in?’ he says, but I shake my head. ‘Fuck’s sake, Alex. Come on. This is ridiculous, we’re both getting soaked. Let’s go inside.’
‘I’m not going inside with you,’ I say as calmly as I can. ‘If you want to talk to me, you can do it out here.’
Luke looks at me like he wants to kill me, and I take a step back, rain pouring down my face.
‘You’re being ridiculous, but fine. Can we at least go in there?’ He points to an old crumbling shed across the garden. I nod, and Luke leads the way across the soaking wet grass, my feet sinking into the earth as I follow him.
Inside, it’s no less cold, but instantly, the roaring sound of the wind and endless rain quietens, leaving what would otherwise be a calming patter on the roof. I take a brief glance around as Luke taps the lights on the wall – battery-powered presumably – illuminating the shed with a soft light that does nothing to warm the place up. It’s a total contrast to the luxury of the main house; the damp wooden walls are covered in cobwebs heavy with the promise of thick black legs poking from the sides. In the corner of the shed is a heap of tools that glimmer with violence.
‘I’m going to ask you again, Luke,’ I say, pulling my eyes from the spiked pitchfork glinting behind him. ‘Why are you here?’
He shakes his head and sighs. ‘Millie texted me asking me to come; she said you were here, and she needed me to come and take her home.’
I scoff. Of course she did. She must have got her phone back from Georgia and decided she wanted to be as far away from me as possible.
‘Why not come to the front door like a normal person?’ I ask.
Luke hesitates. ‘She didn’t want you to know she was leaving; she said she’d come out the back when I arrived, but I’ve not been able to get hold of her since.’
‘You really drove all the way from Bristol in the middle of the night just because Millie texted you?’
Luke sighs loudly. ‘You weren’t supposed to be here this weekend. No one told Millie you were coming; if I’d known I wouldn’t have let her go. When I heard you were here… I don’t know, I just panicked at the thought of you and Millie here together—’
‘Imagine how I felt when I discovered you were marrying her,’ I snap.
‘I love her, Alex.’
‘If you loved her, you’d leave her the fuck alone.’
‘I can’t—’
‘You promised, Luke!’
‘That was a million years ago. You expect me to pretend I don’t love her just because of that?’
‘No, Luke, I expect you to pretend you don’t love her because if she ever finds out the truth, it will fucking destroy her. Don’t you care about that?’
‘Of course I do!’ He’s shouting now, pacing around the small space like a caged lion. ‘Don’t you think it absolutely kills me that I can never tell her what we did back then?’
‘Yes, I think it does. In fact I know it does because I’ve felt the exact same way for the last sixteen years.’
He stops pacing and shakes his head, defeated.
‘I wish we’d never done it,’ he says, hiding his face in his hands.
I sigh because I don’t have the energy to have this argument with Luke again. It’s been over a decade since we last had it; it’s been that long since we spoke at all, but instantly I feel us take the same roles as we did back then. We’re no different now to how we were when we sat in our school uniforms, having this same conversation on the floor of his bedroom the day after Becca died.
‘But we did do it, Luke. It’s done, so we have to live with it.’
‘Do you ever think about telling the truth?’ he asks, lifting his face from his hands and looking at me with puppy-dog eyes.
‘No.’
He shakes his head, disappointment marring his features. ‘It’s so fucked up.’
‘What was the alternative?’ I ask him, knowing there’s no good answer.
He sighs loudly as another rumble of thunder goes overhead. ‘Millie deserves to know what happened.’
‘What do you think Millie knowing now will accomplish, Luke? How would it help her to know that we set Becca up? That we let her friend – your sister – suffer the consequences of our lie and did nothing to stop it? Are you going to tell your fiancée that, or am I?’
Luke glares at me, and I know in that moment that he truly hates me, that he has ever since the night I came to him with my plan and made him complicit in his sister’s death.
‘I understand you want to clear your conscience, but telling the truth won’t do that. Is that why you’ve done everything you’ve done this weekend?’ I ask.
‘Done what?’
‘Oh, come on, Luke. Your little notes, the nasty gifts. Did you think I’d confess for both of us and save you the trouble if you scared me enough?’
His face screws up into angry confusion ‘What are you talking about? What notes?’
I scoff. ‘You lied, she died. Ring any bells?’
‘Alex, I’m serious, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’
I study his face for signs of guilt, but he’s staring back at me with total bafflement, and I start to think that maybe Luke isn’t behind this after all.
‘Has someone been threatening you?’ he asks, and I nod. ‘Someone knows what we did?’ He asks again, and his voice is panicked, and I know for sure that Luke hasn’t done this, and I feel a stab of fear.
‘It really wasn’t you?’ I ask, voice trembling.
He stands up, hands raised. ‘Why would I threaten you, Alex? The last thing I want is the truth coming out. That’s why I came here – to make sure you and Millie didn’t reconnect this weekend and worm your way back into her life—’
‘So you have been encouraging her to cut me off?’
He rolls his eyes. ‘Grow up, Alex. You’re bad for her. You were then and you are now. All I did was subtly make sure Millie saw that. If she cut you off, that’s down to her.’
‘The only reason you wouldn’t want Millie and me to be friends is because you wouldn’t want her knowing the truth about you did—’
‘What we did,’ he reminds me. ‘What was the phrase you used back then when I wanted to tell the truth? Mutually assured destruction.’
He’s right. There’s no way Luke is behind this. If Millie found out the truth about me, she’d know the truth about him too, and their imagined future would end before it could ever begin.
‘I don’t even understand why you’re here. This was supposed to be Millie’s weekend, not yours.’
‘What was that?’ I say, whipping around at the sound of heavy footsteps outside. Luke flings open the shed door, and I stand back.
‘There’s no one there,’ he says, shutting the door again to block out the pelting rain.
‘I heard something—’
‘It’s probably just the storm,’ he says. I study his face; is he lying? Has he brought someone here with him to… To what? The idea sends a shudder through me.
‘Don’t tell Millie we saw each other tonight,’ I say, and he nods. ‘Follow through with your plan to take her home. Go tonight.’ I still don’t know if Millie is behind the threats, but either way, it’s better right now if she is far, far away from me and whatever is being planned.
‘My car, it’s…’ Luke says, his voice sheepish like the teenager I remember. ‘I couldn’t get it through the floods on the lane, so I walked here across the moors—’
‘Are you joking?’ I snap.
‘The weather isn’t my fault, Alex,’ he bites back. ‘I want her away from this as much as you do, but I know Millie, and there’s no way I’ll get her to walk across the moors at night in a storm.’
‘There’s a track!’ I say, remembering our shortcut back from the moors yesterday. ‘It takes you from the main road straight to the house. You’d get a car down it as long as it’s small.’
‘Where?’ Luke says.
I try to describe the lane as the wind roars in the background, my head too full of possible endings for this night to be able to give decent directions. Eventually, he says he’ll figure it out, and we agree that I’ll meet him at the front door in fifteen minutes to let him in to take Millie away.
‘I’ll never tell her, Alex. I’ll take what we did to the grave,’ he says, turning his face to me in the moonlight from the open door as he leaves.



Chapter Forty-Three
Then
It all happens very quickly after Becca tells Millie the truth.
Millie is angry at both of them – Becca and Grant. She’s angry that they lied, that they had a relationship behind her back. But mostly, she’s angry that Becca has told the school about the relationship, and now everything is completely ruined, and she might never be able to see him again, even if she wanted to.
Becca denies that she was the one who told the school, but Millie doesn’t believe her. She’s always been a drama queen and seems to have relished the opportunity to make a horrible situation a hundred times worse. Still, at least Becca has had the loyalty not to tell anyone about Millie’s relationship with Grant – though part of Millie resents her for this, too, her ability to erase Millie from the story completely.
Grant is escorted off school premises the following Monday after Becca comes to Millie’s house, a scene that made Millie feel like she might be sick right there in the corridor. She had raged at him after Becca told her what had been going on between the two of them, breaking his rule to never phone him first, ringing him repeatedly, not caring who might see her name on his screen. When he finally answered, she was the kind of angry she hadn’t allowed herself to be since she was removed from her last foster home eight years before. She learned very young that the world does not appreciate angry young women, but that night, she didn’t care. She let it all out.
He denied it, of course. Claimed that he had never so much as spoken to Becca outside of school, let alone been in a full-blown relationship with her, but Millie didn’t trust a word he said anymore.
But despite her anger, she never wanted him to get into trouble. Becca hasn’t been in class since either, and none of the others have heard from her. Alex says she went to Becca’s house, but Becca’s dad shooed her away like she was some sort of bailiff; none of the others have attempted it, and Millie has no desire to see Becca ever again.
The entire school is talking about it, of course. No one knows how it got around so fast that the girl behind Mr Booth’s swift exit was Becca, and Millie can’t help but be sickeningly jealous that everyone is talking about them as these star-crossed lovers when she always thought that would be the two of them. She knows it’s ridiculous, that deep down she would absolutely hate to be the centre of attention like this, to have her private business bouncing around the school corridors like a tennis ball, but some of the things she’s heard others say make her want to scream. Fair play to him, she’s well fit; that was from Georgia’s brother, of all people. He’s the year above them, not even fully in the popular group but on the edges of it. He’s not good-looking, the kind of weedy kid that would be resigned to a much lower class of popularity if he wasn’t amazing at football – he covers his shortfall in both height and looks by being an arrogant little prick most of the time, always the first to comment on whether a girl is ‘bangable’. Millie and Alex can’t stand him; he’s a total creep, and yet Georgia thinks the sun shines out of his bony arse.
Some of the other comments haven’t been as complimentary about Becca though. She heard a couple of Luke’s mates calling her a slut and laughing at how easy it must have been for Mr Booth to ‘slip her one’ because Becca would ‘open her legs for anyone’. Luke wasn’t there, of course; he hasn’t been in school since it all happened either. Millie lets herself wonder about him for a moment and finds that familiar twinge of lust is still there. It surprises her; she thought she had outgrown Luke, but perhaps being so wrapped up in Grant had merely clouded her feelings for him, not killed them. Still, she has no headspace to consider any of that right now as the other girls join her at the lunch table, cheese and ham hot pockets steaming in front of them.
‘You’ll never guess what Mrs Tanner said in English this morning,’ Georgia says as she sits, her eyes gleaming with excitement.
‘What?’ Alex asks but seems uninterested as she picks at her food, the plastic cheese congealing at her fingertips.
‘She gave us this whole lecture about the importance of speaking up when we saw – or heard of – something that was “morally reprehensible”, and she looked straight at me, you know, as if to say that I knew about Becca and should have said something!’
Alex rolls her eyes and calls Mrs Tanner a stupid bitch.
‘Everyone thinks we know, you know,’ Georgia adds, studying Millie and Alex as if to make sure that she isn’t the only one who didn’t know, that she wasn’t left out of this great big secret like she usually is.
‘I didn’t know. I’ve told you that,’ Alex says, her eyes still glued to her torn-apart hot pocket.
‘Did you have any idea at all, Mills?’ Georgia asks, stuffing her food into her mouth with abandon now that Becca isn’t here to judge.
Millie shakes her head.
‘Mad, isn’t it? Like, I thought we told each other everything. Why do you think she didn’t tell us?’
‘For fuck’s sake, G, I don’t know! You keep saying the same thing as if we’re somehow going to have a different answer. Who knows why Becca does anything?’ Alex snaps.
Georgia looks hurt, but Alex looks furious. Millie and Alex haven’t spoken about the situation at all; she’s terrified that if she lets Alex quiz her even in the slightest, she’ll spill her guts about every last detail between Grant and her, so she’s avoided her best friend as much as she can. It’s easier with G. She doesn’t see into Millie’s soul like Alex always has. Though since Grant and Millie got together, it’s made her question the connection she believed she and Alex shared. Surely if she knew her like they’ve always claimed, then Alex would have known for months what was going on. Yet she’s been totally oblivious. But Millie is good at keeping secrets. She always has been.
‘I just think it’s weird,’ Georgia carries on, recovered from Alex’s outburst. ‘Like, he’s fit, I get that, and, like, he’s our favourite teacher, but he’s so old.’ She crinkles up her nose in disgust, and Millie feels her cheeks colour. ‘Like, would you?’ she asks, kicking her under the table.
‘G, shut the fuck up. Seriously,’ Alex snaps. ‘It’s over now, that’s all that matters. Mr Booth is gone, and Becca will come back to school soon like nothing has happened. It’s all going to just… go away. Okay?’ She holds Millie’s gaze across the table, and Millie finds herself nodding.
Perhaps that is what’s best. For all of them to move on now, as if nothing has happened. Millie tries to imagine going back to normal – for her only worries to be about whether Luke Matthews has noticed her that day or whether she’s going to pass her maths GCSE next year when she can’t even make it through a class without her brain hurting – but she can’t.
She wants to believe Alex that things could be normal again, but already she knows that nothing will ever be the same.



MONDAY



Chapter Forty-Four
Alex – Now
I don’t have a plan as I walk back into the house, I just need to be inside and warm enough to allow my brain to think. It’s just past three a.m., and I have fifteen minutes to work out what, if anything, I want to do before Luke returns and wakes Millie up. I check the time on my watch. If Millie was the one behind everything this weekend, surely she wouldn’t have texted Luke and asked him to come and get her? She would want to see it through – whatever she had planned. The goal must be to make me confess, that’s what this whole weekend has been building up to. And it has never made sense that Millie would want that. No, I’m certain the best thing to do is to get Millie out of here with Luke so I can be left with the other three to work out what the hell is going on.
‘Alex?’
Shit. Georgia is sitting at the kitchen table with her phone torch on, lighting the room as she nurses a mug of hot chocolate, her face scrunched into confusion at the sight of me.
‘What are you doing? Why are you soaking wet?’ She stands up and walks over to me as I drip onto the kitchen floor.
‘I thought I saw something outside…’ I say lamely and shrug before walking past her to grab the tea towel that’s been thrown over the Aga. I use it to dry my wet hair while I think of how to explain my lurking around to Georgia.
‘Saw something,’ she says. ‘Or someone?’
The air between us stills, and I feel her eyes on my back.
‘What do you mean?’ I say as I slowly turn around.
In this light, she looks more like the old Georgia. Her face is scrubbed clean of the heavy make-up, and her hair is plaited down her back. The cocky confidence she’s worn all weekend has worn away, and now she looks up at me from the kitchen table in her dark blue satin pyjamas like there is something we should both be afraid of.
She moves her phone off the centre of the table, and suddenly I’m drenched in darkness. I feel the pounding of my heart against my ribs, and the air grows thin, but then the light reappears, and I realise she was angling the phone down to find something to show me. She places the phone back face down on the table with the torch light shining up to the ceiling between us.
‘I got this tonight,’ she says, placing a piece of paper on the table. I step closer to her to read the words scrawled in the familiar handwriting.
YOU KNOW WHAT THEY DID. TELL THE TRUTH BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE.
My eyes flick up to meet hers, and she stares back at me, her lip twitching, waiting to see my reaction.
‘You’ve had them too, haven’t you?’ she says, and I nod slowly. She rubs at her eyes, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘I don’t understand. Who’s doing this?’
‘What do you think it means?’ I ask, ignoring her question and pointing to the words on the paper.
Georgia sits back in her chair and sighs. ‘Oh, come on, Alex. You and I both know what it means.’
I shake my head, ready to feign total ignorance as my hands shake beside me, but Georgia isn’t stupid, and I realise it’s too late; there’s no hiding anymore.
‘Becca told me,’ she says. Three words that could ruin my whole life.
‘Becca told you what?’ I ask.
Georgia stands up and paces the kitchen. ‘I never wanted to talk about this. I’ve never wanted to admit that I knew something was wrong with what happened. I just wanted—’
‘Just spit it out, G. What do you know?’
She sits back down opposite me and meets my eyes. Hers are filled with tears, but mine are bone dry. ‘Becca told me it wasn’t true. About her and Mr Booth. She said that you made it up.’
I drop my head into my hands to hide my face from Georgia’s searching eyes. Is that it? Is that what she knows?
‘Is it true?’ she asks. ‘She told me just before she killed herself, and when it happened, I thought I should tell someone, to make sure that people knew the truth. But then Luke backed up your story, he even said it in court – he said he’d seen them together, read things in her diary about them – and I thought Becca must have been lying. That she must have been in a relationship with him and was trying to somehow get out of it by saying you’d made it up. So I never said anything.’
I raise my head and look at Georgia. I imagine the turmoil she would have been through back then, wanting to believe in me, to believe in Becca. Not knowing who to trust. What would have happened if I’d told Georgia the truth back then? If we’d brought her into our plan. Would it have made any difference? Would Becca still have died?
‘G, I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about this right now—’
‘So it’s true? You made the whole thing up? Becca was never in a relationship with Mr Booth?’ Georgia’s eyes glow in the dark as she leans forward across the table, her fingers reaching for her phone. I sit back, feeling claustrophobic in the slim line of light surrounding us. ‘Becca killed herself because of those allegations. If you lied about it, then—’
‘Have you tried the trip switch again?’ I ask, desperate to be back in the light before we go any further. This conversation would be easier to have in the light.
‘Did you make it up?’ she shoots back.
‘G, please. We need to get the lights back on, where’s the trip switch?’
‘Alex! Tell me the truth!’ Her voice screeches in the darkness and I flinch.
‘I’ll tell you, I promise. But the dark is freaking me out, please, G.’
She sighs, composes herself and tells me the trip switch is in the basement.
‘Where?’ I ask, and she nods towards a door I’ve not noticed before.
‘Down there, but Alex, please, we need to talk about this.’
‘For fuck’s sake, Georgia. Why haven’t you gone down and fixed the lights already?’ I start to walk off, but she stops me.
‘I said we need to talk about this—’
‘And I said we will – after I get the lights back on.’
She wrenches her chair back and steps up, pointing towards the door for me to go down.
I open the door and peer down the pitch-black hole, while Georgia shines her light into the crevice to reveal some rickety old steps.
‘Alex, please tell me the truth,’ she says in almost a whisper, so close I can feel her hot breath on the back of my neck. ‘Tell me what you did. Tell me you set it all up and framed Mr Booth. Tell me that he’s innocent.’
I turn to face her and freeze, scared by the manic look in her eye and the fierce way she clutches the phone in her hand. ‘You need to calm down,’ I say.
‘He’s innocent, isn’t he?’ she asks again, and I scoff.
‘That man is anything but innocent. Grant Booth is a fucking parasite; he deserves every single thing that happened to him, and I’m glad that we did what we did if it meant he ended up in prison—’
She shakes her head, her jaw gritted. ‘You lied,’ she hisses through gritted teeth. ‘And you don’t even care.’
That’s the last thing I hear before the light completely disappears, and I’m falling.



Chapter Forty-Five
Millie – Now
I wake up to a scream, and for a second, I have no idea where I am. The whole bedroom is lit up by the bright overhead lights and downstairs, the alarm is ringing out at deafening volume. I panic, looking for Georgia’s reassuring form in the bed bedside me, but she’s nowhere to be seen.
Jenny appears in our doorway, hair standing up and eyes wide. ‘Jesus Christ,’ she says. ‘That scared the shit out of me!’
A few seconds later, the alarm stops, and I shake myself more awake.
‘Sorry about the scream,’ Jenny grins.
‘Not the nicest way to wake up,’ I reply, still a bit shaken. ‘Where’s G? Did you see her in the corridor?’
Jenny shakes her head and says no, she hasn’t seen her.
‘She must have switched the electricity back on,’ Jenny says. ‘I’m not sure I’ll get back to sleep now. Shall we have a nightcap? There’s a bit of Baileys left. I could make us a boozy hot chocolate.’
‘Good idea,’ I say because there’s no way my body is letting sleep back in any time soon.
We trudge downstairs and find Georgia and Katie already in the kitchen, whispering.
‘What’s going on?’ I ask as the two of them spin around to face us.
‘Nothing,’ Georgia says quickly. ‘We thought you might have gone back to sleep. We didn’t want to wake you.’
‘Ha! I don’t think any of us will be able to sleep for a while after that,’ Jenny says as she fills the kettle to boil. ‘We’re having boozy hot chocolates; you guys want one?’
Both Georgia and Katie refuse, and I can’t help but notice the weird tension between them.
‘Where’s Alex?’ I ask.
‘Probably in bed,’ Georgia says quickly. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’
‘As if she can sleep through all of this!’ Jenny says as she measures out generous spoonfuls of hot chocolate into two mugs.
‘She wouldn’t,’ I say. ‘She can’t even sleep through Dan’s snoring.’ I cast my eyes up to the ceiling as if I’ll be able to see Alex through the floorboards.
Jenny adds a slosh of Baileys to the hot chocolates and places a mug in front of me. I keep listening for footsteps upstairs, or any sign of movement at all, but it’s deathly silent.
‘Seriously,’ I say, my voice sounding more worried than before. ‘She wouldn’t sleep through this.’
‘I’ll go check on her, babe,’ Jenny says, and I can tell she’s humouring me, but I thank her anyway.

‘She’s not there,’ Jenny says as she stumbles back into the kitchen, her cheeks red and voice breathy.
‘What?’
‘Alex,’ she says. ‘She’s not in her room.’
I look at the others as if somehow they’ll have an explanation, but they stare back at me open-mouthed.
‘Are you sure?’ I ask.
Jenny nods. ‘Of course I’m sure! I checked everywhere—’
‘Did you look in her bathroom?’ Georgia asks.
‘Yes, I even checked under the bloody bed!’
‘Well, she must be here somewhere,’ Georgia says with an exasperated shrug.
‘We need to check the whole house,’ I say, feeling panic rising up in me.
‘You two take upstairs,’ Georgia says. ‘Katie and I will check down here. Don’t worry, babe,’ she tells me, her hand on my arm. ‘It’s not like she can have vanished into thin air.’
I nod because she’s right – Alex must be in the house; she won’t have gone out in the pitch black during a storm. She’s not that stupid. Is she?

As Jenny and I search each room upstairs, a feeling of dread begins to overwhelm me. I think back to the night that Becca died – about what I said to her before she walked into the river, never to be seen again. How can I ever live with myself if the same happens to Alex?
‘What if she’s…’ I start to say, but the words catch in my mouth.
‘What if she’s what?’ Jenny says, looking behind the curtains in the hallway as if Alex is a child playing hide and seek.
‘What if she’s…’ I take a big gulp of air, determined to get the words out. ‘Killed herself?’
Jenny spins around to face me, shock written all over her features. ‘Why would you say that?’ she asks. ‘Alex would never do something like that.’
‘That’s what I thought about Becca,’ I say quietly, just as a flash of lightning snaps overhead, the house seeming to shake with the force of the accompanying thunder.
‘The situation with Becca was totally different,’ Jenny says, a cross frown wrinkling her forehead. ‘You were just kids.’
‘But what if—’
‘Alex has probably taken herself off somewhere in the house, that’s all. Let’s go back down,’ Jenny says, tightly gripping my hand.

‘She’s really not in the house then,’ Jenny says once she’s established with the others that Alex hasn’t been hiding out in any of the rooms in this horribly big house. ‘Perhaps we need to call the police…’
‘Really?’ Georgia says, her nose crinkling. ‘She’s probably just gone for a walk—’
‘A walk?’ I snap. ‘Are you serious? It’s the middle of the night in a bloody storm!’
‘You’re right,’ Georgia says, her face ashen. ‘She was really upset earlier over everything with Dan, maybe she just decided to leave?’
‘In what car?’ I bite back because Georgia is being ridiculous. Jenny goes to the front door to check both her and Georgia’s cars are still there.
‘Millie’s right; Alex hasn’t left in either of the cars, and there’s no way she’s gone out in this storm. Something is really wrong. We need to call the police.’
Georgia’s nose twitches as she considers this, then she nods. ‘I’ll phone them now,’ she says and leaves the room. We sit in silence, listening to her footsteps pace the floor above us.
A few minutes later, she’s back. ‘I can’t get a signal,’ she says.
‘What?’ Panic rises in me as I struggle to calm myself down.
‘It’s okay, the power cut must have affected the signal or something. Look, there’s a phone box down the lane, I’ll go and call from there.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Katie says.
‘No, you stay here,’ Georgia snaps back quickly, and Katie looks like she might cry. ‘If Alex turns up, it’s better that you’re all here,’ Georgia adds on seeing Katie’s reaction.
‘It might be better if the two of you go,’ Jenny suggests. ‘And two of us stay here. I don’t like the thought of you going off in this weather on your own—’
‘No,’ Georgia cuts in. ‘It’ll be quicker on my own. Honestly,’ she says it with such finality that Jenny nods her head and gives Katie’s shoulder a squeeze to reassure her.
‘What if the electricity goes again?’ I say. ‘We’ll be stuck here in the dark with no phones and no lights! Why can’t we all go to the phone box together?’
‘And what happens if Alex turns up and we’re all gone?’ Georgia snaps at me. ‘Stop being ridiculous. The dark won’t kill you. I’m going, you stay here until I’m back. Okay?’

Georgia has been gone for over twenty minutes, and the three of us are sitting in the living room with the fire roaring away, but it does nothing to stop me shivering. We’ve barely said a word since she left, and with every sound, my heart lurches, thinking that it will be Alex walking through the door, but it never is.
‘Surely G should be back by now?’ I say to Jenny, who’s sitting on the sofa. Katie is looking out of the living room window into the darkness, her back to us.
‘The weather’s pretty bad,’ she replies. ‘And I don’t know exactly where the phone box is. I’m sure she’s fine.’ Her words are meant to reassure us, but they’re doing nothing to quell my panic. Surely she’d have phoned the police by now? I stand to look out of the window again, as if miraculously blue lights will appear in the darkness, but there’s nothing.
‘What if she’s fallen and hurt herself?’ I say as Katie snaps around to face us. ‘What if she’s lying in a ditch somewhere? Why did we let her go on her own?’
Jenny shakes her head; she doesn’t have the words for any more reassurance, and she, like me, is beginning to look terrified. We all have our phones back now – but they’re useless. The signal is completely gone, and even our emergency calls won’t connect. We’ve tried, multiple times.
It takes a moment for me to notice Katie is quietly sobbing in the corner.
‘It’s okay,’ I tell her, some mothering instinct taking over my own panic for a second. ‘Georgia will be fine, and so will Alex—’
Katie shakes her head. ‘I don’t care about Alex,’ she snaps, and I’m so taken aback I can’t even speak.
‘What?’ Jenny says. ‘Why would you say that?’
Katie looks up, her tears dry and her face hard.
‘Why would I care about the person who killed my sister?’ she says, just as the house is plunged into darkness once again.



Chapter Forty-Six
Katie – Now
In the black room, the fire is the only source of light, and I can just see Jenny and Millie staring at me with their mouths wide open. I wish I’d kept quiet like Georgia told me to, but it’s too late now, my words are out there.
‘Why would you say that, Katie?’ Jenny says, her brow furrowed, and her words slow like she’s talking to a naughty child. The tone makes me angrier than ever.
‘Because she did! Your friend killed Becca. She killed my sister.’
‘Becca killed herself,’ Millie whispers. ‘You know that, Katie. We all know that.’ Millie locks me with her eyes, and I see that look again – guilt.
‘Did you know?’ I snap, suddenly sure that Millie was in on this too.
‘Did I know what?’
‘That Alex lied?’
‘What?’
‘You did, didn’t you? Were all of you in on it together?’
‘Katie,’ Jenny says, stepping between Millie and me, her body like a blocker. ‘Why don’t you calm down and tell us what you’re talking about.’ She guides me to sit down, and I do, grateful for the support the sofa gives me as my legs have turned to jelly.
‘I heard Alex and Luke talking,’ I say. ‘Well, not talking, arguing.’
‘When?’ Millie says.
‘Tonight—’
‘Luke was here?’ she says. ‘When?’
I shake my head because she is focusing on the bit that isn’t important. ‘Earlier. I heard Alex get up, and I wanted to see if she was okay, so I followed her downstairs, but she went outside, which I thought was weird—’
‘This happened tonight?’ Jenny asks, and I nod. ‘Before the lights came back on?’
‘Yes,’ I say, impatient, because now I’ve started the story, I want to finish it. ‘I watched her through the window, and then I saw him—’
‘Luke? You saw Luke? Here?’ Millie asks, her nose scrunched up in confusion, and I want to tell her to keep up – it’s not that complicated!
‘They went into the shed at the bottom of the garden, and I knew something wasn’t right, so I followed them…’
Jenny shoots a look at Millie, who shakes her head as if what I’m saying isn’t true, and I feel the familiar rage burning inside me that people never trust me, as if I’m stupid, as if I don’t understand the world.
‘I don’t know why you’re looking so surprised, Millie, you’re the one who texted him to come here,’ I snap, annoyed at her innocent little girl act.
‘What?’ she says, her face all screwed up and confused. ‘I didn’t text him. I didn’t even have my phone earlier!’
‘Katie,’ Jenny says, coming to sit on the couch next to me. ‘I know you’re very upset, but can you please try and explain what you saw earlier. Luke came here?’ I nod. ‘And now Alex is missing—’
‘Luke didn’t do anything to Alex—’
‘Okay, so what did you see? Where was Alex when you last saw her?’
I shake my head because this is getting all muddled.
‘Why do you only care about Alex?’ I snap. ‘What about Becca? Why don’t you care about her?’
‘We do,’ Jenny says, but she’s lying and I know it.
‘You didn’t even know Becca, you don’t care—’
‘I care,’ Millie says. ‘I knew Becca, and I loved her, and I care about her. But Alex didn’t kill her—’
‘Yes, she did! I heard her and Luke admit to it!’
This silences both Millie and Jenny for long enough to allow me to collect my thoughts, and so I tell them what I heard.

‘But that doesn’t make any sense…’ Jenny says when I’m done. ‘Why would Alex and Luke make up that Becca was being abused by your teacher if she wasn’t?’
‘I don’t know,’ I say, trying not to visibly recoil at Jenny’s framing of their relationship. None of this makes sense. If Alex and Luke made up the whole thing about her and Mr Booth, ultimately, they are responsible for her death. How could they do that to her? Why? I still have no idea of the motive behind it, but in the end, what does that matter? The outcome is still the same – Becca is dead, and the two of them have blood on their hands.
‘Millie,’ Jenny says. ‘Are you okay?’
Millie shakes her head. She hasn’t said a word since I told them what I heard, and it makes me wonder about her.
‘Did you all know?’ I ask, and she shakes her head but doesn’t look up. ‘Because if you did… then you’re no better than them!’
‘Katie, stop it, please,’ Jenny says, putting a protective arm around Millie that only makes me angrier.
‘You knew something,’ I spit at Jenny, annoyed by her fake innocence. ‘I heard you and Georgia talking about some big secret.’
Jenny’s cheeks redden, and Millie looks at her with hurt eyes.
‘Jesus, Katie. This really isn’t the time to talk about that—’
‘No, come on,’ Millie says. ‘I’m sick of all these secrets. What did Katie hear you and Georgia talking about?’
Jenny glares at me, and it’s the first time I’ve seen this expression on her face. It’s not pretty.
She sighs and turns back to Katie. ‘It has nothing to do with this,’ she says, but Millie doesn’t budge, so Jenny gives in with a sigh. ‘Lainey’s been offered a transfer to the San Francisco branch when she goes back from maternity leave, and we’ve decided to take it. So we’re leaving. We’re moving.’
I shake my head, not believing what I’m hearing. ‘No, that can’t be it – you’re lying. Why would you need to keep that a secret?’
Jenny sighs and rubs at her face. ‘Because I knew that everyone would be upset at me for leaving! So much has changed in the last year.’ Jenny turns to face Millie now, as if I’m not even here. ‘I love you guys, but it can be pretty suffocating being in this group. Maybe if you hadn’t lost Becca like you did, you might not need to hold on to each other so tightly…’
‘I understand,’ Millie says. ‘I really do.’
‘Enough,’ I say, my voice raised in a way that I never usually hear. I like it. ‘They didn’t “lose” Becca; they killed her. The lie Alex and Luke told drove Becca to kill herself. Don’t you see that? She couldn’t live in our house with that lie – my dad would never let her forget it – he called her a filthy slut. Did you know that? He hated her when that lie came out. He said she was no daughter of his. She lost everything because of Luke and Alex’s lie; she’s dead because of them. Are you really going to marry a man who did that to his own sister?’ I spit at Millie.
‘I didn’t know!’ she shrieks. ‘Of course I didn’t know!’ Her eyes cloud with tears and all the anger puffs out of me in one go. I sit back on the sofa, empty and afraid.
‘What happened after, Katie?’ Jenny says, her eyes pinning me to the sofa.
‘What?’ I say, but I know what she means, I’m just stalling for time.
‘You heard them confess this… this lie, and then what happened?’
‘Nothing, I came back inside.’
Jenny frowns. ‘So you just came inside and… what, went back to bed?’
I shrug, scratching my still-damp hair. I thought they’d heard me, to be honest. A branch cracked under my feet while I was listening outside the shed, and Alex made Luke look outside. I crouched down for a few seconds while they looked out into the darkness for the source of the noise, then I scuttled off into the woods and waited for them to come out. I watched as Alex went back into the house and waited for Luke to follow, but he didn’t; he went the other way – and so did I.
‘You were up when we came downstairs,’ Jenny says. ‘You and Georgia were in the kitchen whispering when we came down earlier.’
‘I don’t know where Georgia was,’ I say, but hear how false the words sound as soon as I say them. ‘I had only just come down when she appeared earlier, and you two followed straight after.’
Jenny moves away from me, just a fraction, but enough for me to know she doesn’t believe me. She stands up and takes Millie’s hand, bringing her up to standing too.
‘Katie,’ she says, her voice calm and slow. ‘Did you do something to Alex and Luke?’
I shake my head, my vision blurring as tears pool in my eyes. ‘No.’
‘Oh my god,’ I hear Millie mutter. ‘This can’t be happening.’
‘Katie,’ Jenny says again, as she slowly backs her and Millie out of the room. ‘If you did something, you can tell us.’
‘I didn’t do anything!’ I try to say it calmly, but it comes out as a roar. ‘They’re the ones who did something! They are the ones you should be questioning! Not me!’
‘Where are they, Katie?’ Millie cries. ‘Where are Alex and Luke?’
‘I don’t know!’ I shout, but I can tell neither of them believe me, so I give up on the lies because there have been too many of them already. ‘I did argue with Luke, okay? I followed him out onto the moors when Alex came back inside. She didn’t see me. I just wanted to talk to him, I wanted to understand why he would do something like that to Becca, so I followed him—’
‘Did you hurt him?’ Jenny asks.
‘I didn’t mean to,’ I say, my voice small. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt him. He just fell, and I…’
Millie is crying now, properly sobbing, and Jenny looks at me like I’m a monster.
‘Georgia said she would help him. I didn’t know what to do, but she saw me when I ran back to the house to get help—’
‘Georgia knew?’ Jenny says, her face a picture of confusion.
‘She told me not to tell you,’ I cry. ‘She said if anyone found out that he’d fallen, they’d blame me, and I’d get into so much trouble, and I didn’t know what to do so—’
‘Perhaps she went to get help?’ Jenny says to Millie, ignoring me. But Millie shakes her head.
‘None of this makes sense. Why would Georgia not tell us? Why would she not have come back by now? Why aren’t the police here by now?’
‘I didn’t hurt him on purpose, I promise. He just fell, and I couldn’t get down to help him.’
‘Where were you?’ Jenny says. ‘When he fell, where was he?’



Chapter Forty-Seven
Then
Becca has been out of school for a week by the time she gets in touch with Millie. It’s late on a Tuesday night, and Millie is lying on her bed with her computer screen on. The sound of an MSN notification nudges her to get up. She sees Becca’s username on the screen.
I need 2 c u. Will u come out?
She thinks about not replying for a second, simply turning off her computer and going to sleep as if Becca doesn’t exist, but the draw of finding out more about what’s happened to Grant is too strong, and Millie sends her old friend a reply within seconds.
Where?


Our bench in the park. B there in 20?
 
	

Millie pulls on some old joggers and a hoodie from her wardrobe. If she’s caught sneaking out, she’ll get bollocked, but she’s pretty good at it now – she and Grant would often meet late at night, way past the time the rest of her house was asleep – and she never got caught then. She wonders briefly how Becca is managing it; she’s never snuck out before, even when the others have begged her to. Millie knows that Becca is scared of her dad, and suspects that things are much worse at home than Becca ever lets on to the rest of them. When you’ve come from a home like that, you often have a sixth sense about these things, but Millie has never trusted hers. Becca’s family seems so perfect from the outside that Millie has always decided she must be wrong – that the feeling Becca’s dad gives her when he is in the room is more to do with bad memories of her previous foster placements than any real threat posed by Mr Matthews. Besides, Becca has never said anything about him, and no one else seems to notice.
Once outside, Millie realises that she’s completely overdressed despite the late hour and is sweating through her thick black hoodie. She feels stupid, like a kid dressed up for a midnight mission, and the feeling only intensifies once she spots Becca on their bench. She wishes she’d brought her mobile with her, thinks of it lying discarded on her bed with those missed calls from Alex lighting up the screen. Alex has been clingy since the news about Becca broke, calling her all the time, always wanting to know where she is. Alex had phoned tonight just before she left. Millie would usually answer – no matter what the time of night – to reassure Alex that she was in her bedroom, safe and sound. But tonight, she knew if she heard her friend’s voice, she’d confess everything, and she couldn’t do that, so she ignored the call.
Millie watches as Becca sits on the bench next to her; she’s dressed in a long-sleeved T-shirt and trackie bottoms, her bony shoulders jutting through the thin cotton of her top. Millie is taken aback for a second by just how gaunt Becca is looking and feels fleshy and substantial by comparison. Since Becca has been away, they’ve given up their ‘split it four ways’ diet, and Millie has instead taken to eating as much and as often as she can, as if by stuffing her face with food she can’t spill any of her secrets.
‘Hi,’ Millie says, shuffling over to the bench and taking a seat next to Becca.
Becca turns her face to Millie; under the glare of the lamppost above them, Becca looks younger than ever. Millie wishes Becca hadn’t come looking like this, that instead, she’d turned up in her uniform of a too-tight belly top and low-slung jeans, a face full of harsh make-up. Instead, Millie is forced to see the pain written across her friend’s face, the desperation in her eyes completely raw and unfiltered as her eyelids twitch.
‘I need you to tell them it was you,’ Becca says, her voice so quiet Millie has to ask her to repeat herself. ‘Please, Millie. Please tell them it was you that was seeing Mr Booth, not me.’
Millie frowns, confused by the request.
‘You’re a bit late to play the innocent card, Becca. If you didn’t want anyone to know, why did you blab to the school?’
‘I didn’t,’ Becca says before she starts to cry softly.
‘Why are you lying!’ Millie cries, indignant now. ‘How else would they know?’
‘Millie, I swear. I didn’t.’ Becca shakes her head fiercely like a child caught in a lie, and Millie closes her eyes for a second to block out the sight. ‘Why would I want to be in this much trouble? My dad… he hates me now.’ Becca’s words come out in a rush, falling over each other awkwardly. ‘He’s always hated me – but now… now he’s right to and my mum isn’t even going to stop him because she hates me too—’
‘Your parents don’t hate you, Becca. You have no idea what it’s like to actually have parents like that,’ Millie says, unwilling to hear her out. ‘You always do this. Cause some huge drama, then cry your way out of it so that no one can blame you for anything. You knew what you were doing when you got into his bed, and you knew what you were doing when you cried it off to the school.’
Becca shakes her head, her eyes pleading with Millie to listen to her, but Millie notices that there’s more behind Becca’s franticness than pure emotion.
‘You’re on something,’ Millie says, her nose crinkling. ‘Have you taken something?’
Becca shakes her head, but it’s all wrong, her movements are uneven, like a puppet being shaken. ‘Millie, please,’ she slurs. ‘Please. I need you. Just tell them about the two of you. Tell them what he did to you—’
‘He didn’t do anything to me! We were in love – before you came along and ruined it all. We were going to be together, and now you’ve got him fired, and he’s probably going to be… I don’t know… arrested or something! Like some criminal!’
‘He is a criminal,’ Becca hisses, the final vowel elongated and wrong. ‘He’s old! He’s an old man, and you’re a kid—’
‘What, and you’re not?’
‘No,’ Becca shakes her head, tears pouring down her face, which only makes Millie angrier with her friend for getting them both in such a mess. ‘But Mr Booth,’ she stutters, trying to hold onto the words. ‘He’s an adult. He’s our teacher. It’s wrong, Millie…’
‘If it’s so wrong, Becca, why did you fuck him too?’
Becca shakes her head then covers her face with her hands. Millie thinks that she hears Becca saying I didn’t, I didn’t, but her ears are ringing so loudly that she can barely understand anything at all, and anyway, Becca did have sex with him. She confessed it to Millie herself. That’s why all of this is happening, because Becca couldn’t let Millie have one thing for herself. She had to come and take it from her.
‘My dad, Millie, my dad – he’s going to—’
‘I don’t care what happens to you, Becca. So don’t ask for my help. You caused all of this. Don’t turn up now off your head on something and lie to me.’
‘Millie, please!’ Becca screeches, and Millie’s shocked, embarrassed to see her friend – the leader, the confident, bossy one of them – so utterly out of control. ‘I’m begging you. Please just tell the truth. This has gone too far. I was trying to help you—’
‘Help me? How exactly would any of this help me?’
‘You don’t understand—’
‘No, I don’t. You’re off your head, you’re a liar. And I don’t want anything to do with you.’ Millie gets up to leave, but Becca grabs her by the arm.
‘If you don’t tell them it was you—’
‘Then what? What will you do?’ Millie yanks her arm away so that Becca falls back against the bench. She shakes her head, snot dripping from her nostrils, her eyes saucer-like in the dark night.
‘I’ll kill myself,’ she says quietly, wiping her nose. Millie scoffs.
‘I will.’ Becca looks up, locking eyes with Millie. ‘You have to tell them, Millie, you have to. I’ll throw myself in the river if you don’t, and it’ll be your fault!’ She points behind them to the gushing water that they’ve paddled in countless times on a hot day.
Millie watches her friend with something like a sense of calm overcoming her. She knows that Becca is lying; she’s trying to force her into taking the blame because she knows the consequences will be even worse for Millie than they are for her. What’s the worst that will happen to Becca? Her parents will be a bit cross, she might get grounded. So what? If Millie tells the truth, she’ll be kicked out of her foster home. She’ll be moved to god knows where, alone. Becca can cry all she wants; she’s not going to throw herself in the river – she won’t even swim in it on a good day because she hates getting her hair wet. Becca’s not going to kill herself over this, but Millie knows that telling the truth would as good as end the life she has.
As if sensing this threat is getting her nowhere, Becca throws another out into the night. ‘If you don’t tell them about the two of you,’ Becca snarls. ‘I will.’
‘Who’s going to believe you now, Becca? You’re the girl who shagged your teacher and lied about it.’ Millie lets the words fall between them, the truth so horrible in its simplicity that words fail Becca. ‘Do it, Becca,’ Millie says. ‘Throw yourself in the river, see if anyone cares.’
Millie forces herself to walk away, the vile words dry and rasping in her throat. She ignores the sound of her friend sobbing on the bench, calling her name repeatedly into the night; she doesn’t turn, she doesn’t walk back, she leaves Becca alone in the park, crying her heart out.



Chapter Forty-Eight
Millie – Now
Rain pelts us from every side as we leave the house. We’ve pulled on discarded Hunters from the house’s boot room and our rain macs, but they’re doing little to protect us from this storm. We’ve each got a torch, and Jenny has her phone in case the signal picks up on the moors. It’s the kind of dark you never see in the city – a sea of nothingness lies in front of us, and the effect is chilling. The thought of Luke out here alone and hurt causes ripples of pain with every step.
‘She said straight past the shed,’ Jenny says, grabbing my arm and pulling me forward.
We trek across the sodden lawn, each step feeling like wading through treacle. Katie says the last time she saw Alex she was heading into the house, but I don’t believe her. The idea that Katie – small, quiet, unworldly Katie – has done something to Alex and Luke should be so far from believable that it’s funny, but seeing the venom in her eyes as she spoke about them leaves little room for doubt. Alex warned me not to trust her yesterday, and I wish I’d listened.
‘Round here,’ Jenny says as we reach the summer house and take the small path behind it on the left. This is the lane we used yesterday to cut back across the moors out onto the road. Why would Luke be walking here?
‘What if she’s really hurt him, Jen?’ My voice is almost lost in the rain, the words sticking in my throat.
‘It’ll be okay, babe,’ Jenny says, shaking her head. ‘Did you have any idea about…’
‘No,’ I say sharply as the wind pelts rain at me from both sides.
‘I’m sorry, Mills,’ Jenny says.
We walk for a few minutes without speaking, the thrumming of the rain making it difficult to talk anyway as the storm roars around us, soaking us from all angles while I picture Luke’s broken body lying out here alone.
‘How much further?’ I ask Jenny, and she checks the timer on her phone.
‘We’ve only been going a few minutes since the shed. Katie said it was five or so minutes, so a bit more yet.’
Something about this feels off. I can’t picture Luke taking this route, with Katie trailing behind him. Everything in me is fighting to run back to the house and force the truth out of Katie, but then the idea of being a few minutes away from finding Luke is enough to propel me forward.
‘Do you believe her?’ Jenny says as we pass through a coppice of trees that protects us from the wind and rain enough to hold a conversation. ‘Do you believe what Katie said she heard?’
‘I don’t know,’ I say as my foot plunges straight into a muddy puddle. ‘None of this makes sense.’
‘If she is telling the truth, I just can’t understand why Luke or Alex would lie about Becca like that.’
I say nothing.
‘Did you ever think that the allegations weren’t true back then? That Alex and Luke could have just made it all up?’ Jenny eventually asks.
I sigh and rub at my soaking wet face. ‘They didn’t make it up, Becca told me about her relationship with him herself.’
‘Oh,’ Jenny says. ‘I thought none of you knew until your teacher got arrested.’
‘That’s what we told everyone, but I knew. She told me about a week before it all came out.’
Jenny looks at me quizzically, and now that I’ve unburdened myself of one lie, I can feel the rest spiralling out of control. A gust of wind catches my hair, whipping it into wet tendrils that lash at my face.
‘So Katie must be lying, right?’ Jenny says, hopefully. ‘Why are we even out here then? Surely if you know Katie lied about that, then she probably also lied about Luke being out here? Maybe he didn’t even come to the house!’
I bite my lip, and we stop walking because the coppice is coming to an end, and going any further will see us in the eye of the storm once more. My head is banging, and all I want right now is to find Luke, not dive into the past, but the two are forever linked.
‘It’s complicated, Jen,’ I say with a loud sigh. ‘So much about what happened back then doesn’t make sense. After Becca told me she had been seeing Mr Booth, she then changed her story and said it wasn’t true at all. Once it all came out and the police were involved, she told me she hadn’t slept with him—’
‘What?’ Jenny shrieks. ‘You never told me that!’
‘I didn’t believe her,’ I admit, my feet sinking into the mud. ‘Can we please keep going?’
‘Jesus Christ,’ Jenny says, shaking her head at the mess we are all in. ‘I don’t know what the fuck is going on, Mills, but I don’t like it. We should go back. Something isn’t right here.’
A crack of lightning hits just above us, so close that we scream and hold onto each other like scared little girls.
‘Please,’ I say to Jenny as she pulls me in the opposite direction back towards the house. ‘Katie said it was just after the trees that he fell. What if he’s there? Please, please, let’s keep going.’
Jenny relents, and now I’m running because Luke could be right here – lying out on the moors like a wounded animal. The primal urge to find him overtakes the pain in my chest as I run, my torch light bouncing off the ground, and then I see them – footsteps. I follow them like a hound, their shape distorting as the rain turns them into deep muddy puddles. I’m so absorbed in following them that I almost don’t notice the drop.
‘Millie!’ Jenny cries and grabs my mac, pulling me back from the edge. ‘Fucking hell. Are you okay?’ We stand side by side, panting as Jenny’s torch light searches the drop below us. It’s not that deep – six feet or so – but deep enough to cause a nasty fall. My eyes roam the muddy patch of land beneath us, waiting for Jenny’s light to fall onto Luke’s broken body – but there’s nothing.
‘He’s not here,’ Jenny says, and it’s a relief yet sickeningly disappointing at the same time.
Because he was here. The torch light finds his phone, the screen cracked, trodden into the mud.
‘Luke!’ I start screaming into the wind. ‘Luke!’ But my words are captured by the storm and cast away before they have any hope of reaching their intended audience.
Jenny joins me in screaming into the wind, but it’s wasted energy. Even if Luke is still out here, he’ll never hear us. Realising the futility of our efforts, Jenny pulls me towards her, and we run back to the coppice where we can talk.
‘His phone,’ I say as soon as she can hear me. ‘Did you see his phone?’
Jenny nods. ‘He must have got up,’ she says, trying to reassure me. ‘Maybe the fall wasn’t that bad, and he’s making his way back to the house.’
‘We would have seen him,’ I say, a lump stuck in my throat – the taste of fear curdling my words.
Jenny shakes her head. ‘You don’t know that, babe. He might have gone another way. You said he’s outdoorsy, right?’ I nod. ‘He’s probably fine. Honestly, there’s no point us staying out here freezing to death – he’s not here. We’d have seen him down there if he was.’
I look back to the end of the coppice, shining my torch through the trees to try and see the other side but the light is blocked by the mist, and I know I’ll never see anything useful out here.
Reluctantly, I follow in Jenny’s footsteps as we trudge back to the house.

There’s a flicker of hope as we push down the back door handle that we are going to get back inside and everything will be okay – Alex and Luke will be sitting at the kitchen table glugging Baileys hot chocolates and laughing apologetically at all the fuss they’ve caused. That dream dies a death the second we walk through the door; the house is still shrouded in darkness, and Katie sits alone at the kitchen table, torch light illuminating her tear-stained face.
‘Did you find him?’ she chokes through sobs.
Jenny shakes her head, and Katie’s face falls into her hands.
‘Anything from Georgia?’ Jenny asks, but she already knows the answer is no even before Katie shakes her head. ‘Alex? Luke?’ The hope in her voice is painful as Katie once again signals no.
‘What are we going to do?’ I ask, my voice small and pathetic. We need Alex here, Alex is the leader, Alex is the one who knows what to do in an emergency. Jenny and I are the supporting characters – the fun ones without too much sway in any firm direction. Without the others, we are useless.
‘Have you got any signal?’ I ask hopefully, but again I know the answer. My own phone sits uselessly in my palm.
‘We need to get the electricity back on,’ Jenny says, taking charge. ‘There must be a fuse box in this house somewhere. It’ll be in the welcome manual or something. Every holiday home has to have one. Did you see one when we arrived?’ I shake my head. ‘I’ll go and look. Georgia probably hid it in a drawer somewhere in case it ruined the “aesthetic”.’
Once she’s gone, Katie and I sit opposite each other not saying a word, the sound of the rain hammering against the window a constant drumbeat of fear shaking the house.
‘I need to tell you something,’ Katie says so quietly that I almost miss it.
The rain abates at that moment as if in anticipation of her words.
‘What, Katie?’ I ask softly through gritted teeth, afraid if I allow my jaw to open at all then I will scream at her.
‘I think there’s something…’ she trails off.
‘Something what?’
‘Something in the…’
‘For fuck’s sake, Katie. Spit it out!’ I shriek, unable to hold in my rage any longer.
She looks up, her big blue eyes filled with tears, and she looks so small and pathetic that I almost forget how less than an hour ago she was spitting about how Alex deserved whatever had happened to her.
Instead of speaking any further, Katie points to the hallway, and I shake my head in confusion.
‘What are you talking about?’ I say, but she won’t say anything else, just keeps pointing to the hallway like a scared child. A chill flickers up my spine as I peer into the hallway, its darkness luring me in like a trap.
Standing up with the torch held in front of me like a weapon, I creep into the hallway, throwing a glance back over my shoulder to check Katie is still sitting down and not about to rush me from behind. It’s quieter in here than in the kitchen; the wind no longer howls against the windows, and instead, I stand in almost perfect silence – the only muffled sounds coming from Jenny in the living room throwing open drawers and swearing occasionally. I shine my torch up and down the hallway, looking for the source of Katie’s pointing, but there’s nothing, it’s empty.
As I turn to walk back into the kitchen and shout at Katie, I hear something.
I stop and listen, but the thud of my heartbeat makes it hard to hear anything else.
There it is again. A banging, but it’s not from the living room where Jenny is, or the kitchen where Katie still sits in silence. It’s coming from below.
‘I found it!’ Jenny squeals, bowling into the hallway, holding up a ring binder with glee.
‘Shh,’ I say, quietening her.
But she is too pleased with herself to hear me and shoves the binder at me; I fail to take it, and it lands on the floor in front of us. I bend to pick it up, desperate for this distraction to be gone so I can listen for the sounds again but stop dead when I see the picture on the sheet.
I shine my torch onto the open binder.
This house is owned by Harold and Cynthia Booth and has been in their family for over 80 years.
The elderly couple stand in front of a ramshackle-looking cottage, smiling brightly, with two young boys in front of them.
In 1990, they transformed the house into the property you are staying in today, with the help of their two young sons, Robert and Grant.
Grant Booth.
This house, it’s his.
‘Where did you find this?’ I ask Jenny, my voice trembling as the too-close together eyes of the man I hoped to never see again stare back at me; the years have been rolled back, but I can still see the nastiness in his childish smile.
She frowns. ‘In the drawer, G must have put it away when we got here. But look,’ she says, flicking away from the photograph and to the back of the manual. ‘The fuse box is in the basement—’
‘Basement?’
‘Yeah, there’s a key in the kitchen apparently,’ Jenny says, and then we both hear it. Two loud bangs from below.
‘What the…’
‘I told you,’ Katie says, creeping up on us from behind. ‘There’s something down there.’
‘Is this some sort of trick?’ I snap at her as the thuds come again, making us all jump like teenagers at a spooky sleepover.
She shakes her head, and the fear in her eyes tells me that she’s being truthful.
‘How do you get down there?’ I ask Jenny, who flicks through the manual again with a ferocity that scares me. Thoughts of Grant seem unimportant now that it seems Luke might be stuck down in some terrifying basement.
‘This way,’ she says, shining her torch back through the kitchen. We follow her past the kitchen into the utility room, where she opens the drawer.
‘It’s not there,’ she says.
‘What’s not?’ I snap, impatient.
‘The key.’ She opens the other drawer, which is also empty. ‘The manual said it’s supposed to be here.’ She turns to me, and I step back. This whole weekend has been a set-up. Of the three people responsible for that, one has admitted to harming my fiancé, the other has disappeared, and the third is standing right in front of me.
‘What’s going on? Why are you looking at me like that?’ Jenny says.
‘Who booked this house?’ I ask. ‘Was it Katie?’
‘No,’ Jenny replies, her brows furrowed. ‘Georgia handled it all.’
‘How did she find it?’
Jenny shrugs. ‘I don’t know. I think she said she’d been here before. A family party or something. Why?’
I study Jenny’s face for signs of a lie because I don’t feel like I can trust any of them anymore.
‘Give me the key,’ I say.
‘I just told you, I don’t have the key, babe—’
‘You’re lying!’ I snap, consumed with thoughts of the three of them being in on this together and Luke trapped in the basement below us.
I push Jenny aside and bash at the basement door, shouting Luke’s name. Katie pulls me away, and I go to fight back, but she starts kicking at the door, and I join her – my foot cracking against the thick wood that feels like it’ll never split. But then Jenny joins in, and under the force of the three of us, the door starts to give way. We’re sweating and kicking like animals, grunting and shouting to keep going as the door finally cracks right down the middle and flies off the hinges.
For a second, there is silence.
Then we hear it.
‘Help,’ a voice cries from below. ‘Help me!’



Chapter Forty-Nine
Alex – Now
The yellow torch beam falls down the stairs, and I cry out, my ankle pulsing with pain beneath me.
‘I’m here!’ I shout, desperate for the light to reach me, but then I stop because what if this isn’t a rescue at all? I scoot back into the corner as far as my broken ankle will allow me and curl my body in on itself. The torch light beams across the floor and any second I know it will find me.
I close my eyes as the sound of my heart thrums in my ears, but it becomes too much and as my eyes spring open, I see her: Millie. My fear falls away, and I know everything will be alright. Millie is here.
‘Alex! What the…’ She rushes forwards so quickly that her torch light is lost as it falls to the side of her body and for a second everything goes black again, making me cry out. ‘Sorry!’ she squeals, flashing the torch back onto me.
She sits beside me, inspecting my ballooned ankle.
‘What happened?’ she asks, horrified.
I shake my head, unable to even begin to explain.
‘Are you okay?’ Jenny says, coming forwards to sit beside me.
Katie appears behind her. and I see Millie’s eyes flick towards her with something akin to fear on her face but Katie steps straight past me and walks to the corner of the basement, her torch shining in front of her so we can’t see what she’s doing.
‘Katie,’ Jenny says cautiously. ‘Katie…’
We hear a tapping then suddenly, the lights come back on, momentarily blinding us all.
Katie sits on the basement steps in front of us, a strange smile on her face. ‘The fuse had tripped.’
I laugh because it all seems so ridiculous and awful, yet I’m so unbearably grateful to be out of the darkness. ‘Get me out of here, please,’ I say to Millie, and she nods.

Once they have dragged me back upstairs and set me up on the couch, the shaking starts. It’s as if my body knew it had to hold me up before but now all of that courage has seeped out of me, and the fear is taking hold. Millie keeps asking about Luke, but I can’t think straight for long enough to give her an answer until I know where Georgia is.
‘Is she here?’ I ask through chattering teeth.
‘Who?’ Millie says with a frown.
‘Georgia.’
She shakes her head slowly, and I realise that on some level she already knows what has happened, who did this to me.
‘Did Georgia lock you in the basement?’ she asks, and I nod.
‘What the fuck?’ Jenny says. ‘Why would she do that?’
‘Where is she?’ I ask.
‘She left over an hour ago,’ Millie says. ‘She said she was going to get help but…’
‘Yeah,’ I scoff. ‘I don’t think she had any intention of doing that.’
‘What happened, Al?’ Millie asks, and I take a deep breath, not knowing where to start.
The fire that Jenny lit earlier hisses from the centre of the room. We’ve turned on all the lights even though, outside, dawn is approaching as the storm dies down. Even with the promise of daylight, the idea of another powercut still terrifies me.
‘Here,’ Jenny says, pressing a glass of Baileys into my hand. ‘For the shock.’
I let out a small laugh that feels totally out of place, but my body is so relieved to be here, in the warmth, surrounded by friends. Jenny mistakes the laughter and reassures me that there’s whisky in it as well as cream and sugar.
‘I know you’re shaken, but please, Al, I need to know where Luke is,’ Millie says hopefully as I take a sip, but I shake my head.
‘He was here—’
‘I know—’
‘I told them,’ Katie says, and it’s the first time I’ve heard her speak since she sorted the fuse. ‘I heard you. Both of you, I heard you arguing.’
‘Oh,’ I say, wondering how much Katie heard and how much the others know. She glares at me, and I think how it must all sound to her – how much she must hate me.
‘Were you in on this together?’ I ask, and she frowns.
‘In on what?’
‘Oh, come on,’ I say, shifting my weight so that I’m sitting more upright, which makes a red-hot flash of pain shoot from my ankle upwards. ‘You and Georgia – have you been behind it this whole time?’
‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’ I study her for signs that this too is a lie, but she holds my gaze unwaveringly until I look away, my cheeks red.
‘Georgia set this weekend up for a reason,’ I say as a spark of pain blasts through my ankle, making me wince. ‘She’s been leaving me notes all weekend—’
‘Notes about what?’ Jenny asks.
I take a deep breath and say it. Finally. ‘About what I did to Becca. What we did.’
A painful silence overtakes the room as they each look at each other; Katie is gratified as if she has been saying this all along, Jenny looks confused, and Millie looks heartbroken. But I’ve barely begun, and I know the worst admissions are yet to come.
‘But why would Georgia—’ Jenny starts, but I interrupt.
‘Can I talk to Millie alone?’
‘No,’ Katie says, her arms crossed in front of her as if she won’t be moved, and I can’t help but be a little impressed at her assertiveness. ‘This is my sister we’re talking about. I deserve to know the truth.’
I nod because she’s right, but having them all staring down at me is making the words lodge in my throat. How can I possibly explain what happened back then?
‘Can we do this later? I’m sorry – it’s not that I don’t care about Becca,’ Millie directs her words to Katie. ‘But no one knows where Luke is, and I’m fucking terrified—’
‘He went to get his car from the lane,’ I say, rubbing the back of my head where a giant bump has formed.
‘This isn’t about Luke – this is about Becca!’ Katie suddenly erupts, her face screwed up and red with anger. Millie takes a step back, and Jenny rubs her arm as she whispers something in her ear. Katie glares at me. ‘It’s time for the truth now, Alex. You lied about Becca and Mr Booth back then, didn’t you?’
I bite my lip. The answer is not as simple as yes or no.
‘Come on, Alex. Spit it out! I know what you did, I heard you and Luke admit it,’ Katie snaps.
‘Okay, yes. Luke and I both lied,’ I say, and my voice is small. ‘But we weren’t the ones who started the lie…’ I take a sip of my Baileys as if the creamy liquid will give me Dutch courage. ‘Becca was.’
Everyone around me looks utterly confused except for Millie, and I wonder if she already knows what we did, and why we did it.
‘Why would Becca make something like that up about herself? That rumour ruined everything for her!’ Katie shouts.
‘It wasn’t meant to get out… No one was ever meant to know—’
‘What’s the point of starting a rumour that no one ever hears about?’ Katie snaps, her eyes on me, burning with hatred.
‘Because one person would hear about it… and that was the only thing that mattered.’
I lock eyes with Millie, and she starts to cry soundlessly. Katie hasn’t even noticed; she’s so incensed about my nonsensical confession that everyone else here is invisible to her.
‘You’re not making any sense. You’re lying. Tell the truth, now! Tell the truth or—’
‘She isn’t lying, Katie,’ Millie says, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. ‘I understand now. The rumour… Becca started that rumour to save someone else from Mr Booth…’
‘So you did know!’ Katie spits, her cheeks burning.
‘No,’ Millie says, shaking her head. ‘I didn’t know. I thought it was true. Becca told me it was true until… Until the night she came to me and told me that it wasn’t and begged me to tell everyone the real truth—’
‘The “real” truth? What are you talking about? All this time, Mr Booth was innocent? You set an innocent man up?’
‘Oh my god. Georgia’s new boyfriend – I think—’ Jenny starts to say, but no one is listening to Jenny once Millie speaks.
‘No, Katie. Mr Booth wasn’t innocent. He may not have been abusing Becca,’ she says, her words cold and hard. ‘But he was abusing me.’



Chapter Fifty
Then
The morning the news breaks, the girls are in science class – their faces scrunched up behind thick plastic goggles. The head teacher interrupts the lesson and asks them to come with her. Millie’s stomach flips at the sound of her name; she assumes Becca has finally come good on her threat and told on her. This will be the moment Millie is found out and removed from her foster home like she always feared. It’s not that she loves it there, she doesn’t have any strong feelings towards it, but she knows it’s better than the alternatives. For eight years she has had something approaching a stable home, in the seven years prior to that she was moved every few years, and she promised herself after the last time she would do anything to stay where she was. At least it was safe. But now, she thinks, she has ruined even that.
As she sits down in the head teacher’s office next to Alex and Georgia, she braces herself for the news. Alex, she notices, is looking about as sick as she is – it’s only Georgia who seems to find this all a great adventure. Is that what happens when you have a stable home, Millie wonders. You assume everything is going to be fine, all of the time?
‘Girls,’ the head says, tucking her mousy brown hair behind her ears and pushing up her glasses. ‘I’m so sorry to tell you this, but we’ve had some terrible news about Rebecca.’
There are a few seconds when Millie believes that things still might be okay – that the news will be something else about Grant, maybe Becca is pregnant, maybe they’re going to be questioned over what they knew. Millie’s cheeks burn in anticipation.
‘Rebecca was found dead this morning; the police believe she killed herself.’
‘What?’ she hears Alex say before Georgia begins to loudly cry, but after that, everything is lost.
Millie feels nothing, hears nothing, sees only their head teacher’s mouth moving to form words that don’t reach Millie’s ears. Becca is dead. Millie thinks about her final words to her friend last night and feels something deep and disgusting taking hold of her body.
She is furious all of a sudden. How dare Becca do this? Was it not enough to take Grant from her? She must now endure the lifelong guilt of causing her death? Her thoughts are wild, without logic or compassion. The idea that she can now have Grant back floats through her mind. She pictures escaping the office and running straight to his flat like a scene from a film. But her dreams are quickly shattered when her senses bring her back to the room.
‘…The police will want to speak with each of you, this morning ideally. I’ve phoned your parents, and Millie, your foster carer. They’ll be here shortly.’
‘How did she…’ Alex says, the words barely audible. ‘How did she die?’
The head looks uncomfortable, biting her lip for a moment as if deciding whether to divulge this information. ‘I’m so sorry, girls. The police believe drugs were involved. They found a letter in her room, and then her body was pulled from the river this morning.’
‘Like Ophelia,’ Georgia says, as if this is an English class and not real life at all.
‘Look, girls. I know how things are between the four of you. I know how close you all are. Before the police arrive, is there anything you want to tell me? If you know anything about what happened last night, now is your chance to say.’
Millie looks at Alex, and for a second, she thinks Alex gently shakes her head as if to tell her to keep quiet, but she must have imagined it. Will they find the message Becca sent on MSN asking her to meet up? Millie doubts it; Becca has always been sneaky at home – she had to be as her dad was so strict. She had a whole other email account that her parents thought was her real one, connected to another MSN account where Becca would occasionally write to each of the girls asking for homework updates to make it look real. If the police look at Becca’s computer, Millie knows that’s the account they’ll find – not the one Becca really used.
No one ever has to know that Millie saw Becca last night, that she could have stopped her friend from killing herself.
‘Girls?’ The head says. ‘Is there anything you want to tell me?’
The three of them look at each other, then gently shake their heads.



Chapter Fifty-One
Millie – Now
Everyone stops and stares at me, and I wish I could claw the words back. Katie is open-mouthed, her eyes darting over my face as if trying to pull together what I’ve said and make sense of it. Jenny looks pained, and Alex… Alex won’t meet my eye at all.
‘So you…’ Katie starts, her brow furrowed. ‘You let Becca take the fall for something you did?’ she finishes, pointing at me in disgust.
‘No,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know. Becca told me she had been seeing him. She said they’d been together for a while… I believed her.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Katie says.
‘It was Becca’s idea,’ Alex says, finally looking me in the eye. ‘To protect Millie.’
‘You knew?’ I ask her, and she nods. ‘All this time. You knew.’ I slump back onto the sofa, rewriting decades of friendship with this new fact in mind. Then, something else hits me – curdling my stomach. ‘Luke knows?’
Alex nods again, her gaze dropping to the floor.
I feel sick, a hot flush sweeping over my body as I think of Luke, the man I love and trust and feel safe with. He knows what happened, he’s always known.
‘You told Becca that you and Mr Booth were together,’ Alex says to me and even now I can see the hurt in her eyes that back then I confided in Becca, not her. ‘Becca came to me about it, we didn’t know what to do. We knew you wouldn’t stop seeing him, Becca said you thought the two of you were completely in love. And we couldn’t tell any adults—’
‘Why not?’ Jenny asks. ‘I don’t understand how this is all happened, why wouldn’t you go to the school about it?’
Alex shakes her head and frowns. ‘We were just kids, we didn’t know what to do. But I was terrified that if Millie got in trouble—’
‘I’d get kicked out of my foster home.’ I fill in the gaps for her because it’s starting to become clear now.
‘You were always so worried about losing your place there,’ Alex says. ‘You never wanted to get in any trouble, you wouldn’t even miss your curfew! I thought if they found out about you and him, they’d chuck you out…’
It’s such warped thinking – both of us just stare across the room because we can see it now. I was a child; he was an adult. I wouldn’t ever have been in trouble for what happened, but I know why Alex believed I would. I thought the same. I spent my whole teenage years trying desperately to present myself as the perfect foster kid so that no one would question me living where I lived and staying in school with Alex, Becca and Georgia. My biggest fear was being taken away from the only thing close to family I had ever had.
‘It was Becca’s idea,’ Alex says. ‘She thought that if she told you she’d been seeing Mr Booth as well, that you’d be broken out of the spell he had over you and just end it without anyone else ever having to know.’
‘So why did you tell the police?’ I ask. ‘Becca always said that she hadn’t told them, and I didn’t believe her, but she was telling the truth, wasn’t she? It was you.’
Alex shakes her head. ‘It wasn’t me. It was Luke.’
‘What?’ Katie snaps. ‘You’re lying!’
‘But why would Luke…’
‘He overheard us,’ Alex says, her cheeks flaming red. ‘He overheard Becca telling me what she was going to say to you, Millie. She was practising her “confession” speech. Luke only heard part of it and he… he thought it was real. He was just trying to protect her.’
‘Oh my god,’ I say, my face in my hands.
‘But why didn’t you just tell the truth? When you knew he’d made it official – why not just tell the truth then?’
Alex shakes her head. ‘We should have. I know that now—’
‘But you didn’t, and Becca died. She died because of you!’ I cry, hearing myself echoing the words Becca threatened me with that night.
Tears fall down Alex’s face, and she nods. ‘I know. It’s my fault – I know it was. Luke wanted to tell the truth, but I begged him not to, I had to tell him about you, Millie, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Once he knew, we both agreed that Becca would survive it, but you wouldn’t—’
‘Becca didn’t survive it!’ Katie screams. ‘My dad made her life hell after it all came out! Luke had no idea what it was like to be a girl in our family. He had no idea what it did to Becca. How could he do this to her?’ Katie is furious now, spittle flying out of her mouth as she rants. She whips around to face me. ‘Why would he choose you over her? Why?’
‘Because he loved Millie. He’s always loved Millie,’ Alex says.
It’s too much – everything I’ve heard, it’s too much for me. The idea that Alex and Luke have always known about me and Grant and sacrificed Becca to save me makes me want to run out onto the moors and disappear for good. I see Becca’s tear-stained face the night she came to me for help. I remember the cold and cruel way I sneered at her pain and sent her away to die on her own. She was desperate, she had tried to help me, and it caused her to end her own life. She could have told everyone that it was me who was seeing him and saved herself, but she didn’t. How can I live with that?
‘You shouldn’t have done it,’ I say to Alex.
‘I know.’
‘Becca is dead because of me,’ I cry through the tears that have come without warning. ‘It should have been me. I was the one who was seeing him – not Becca. It’s my fault. All of this is my fault—’
‘Guys,’ Jenny interrupts, her phone light flashing. ‘I’m sorry, I know this is hard, but I’ve got a signal. Shall I call the police?’
‘No,’ Alex says. ‘If we go to them now, then we’ll have to tell them about Georgia, and I can’t—’
‘You can’t ruin another friend’s life?’ Katie supplies in a tone so cruel it cuts me to the core.
Alex gazes at her coolly. ‘We should give her the chance to make this right—’
‘More of a chance than you ever gave Becca,’ Katie adds, and Alex simply nods.
‘But what about Luke? He’s out there somewhere—’ I say, panicked at the idea of not getting any help.
‘We’ll find him, I promise we’ll find him,’ Alex says, and despite myself, I put my trust in her.

‘Georgia wants me to admit I lied about Becca and Mr Booth,’ Alex says. ‘I think that’s why she brought us all here. To get a confession.’
We’ve moved into the kitchen, and Jenny is busying herself making everyone strong cups of coffee. It’s now approaching five a.m., and the sky is starting to lift slightly from the endless darkness we seem to have been surrounded by for days.
‘That’s what this has all been about,’ she adds.
‘Georgia did all of this for Becca,’ Katie says, as if Georgia is the hero.
‘I’m sure Georgia did want to clear Becca’s name,’ I say, cutting in carefully before Alex can. ‘But that’s not why she’s done this. I think… Look, I don’t know how or why, but I think Georgia knows Grant.’ The shape of his name is so familiar on my lips despite years of silence, and I hate that.
‘Of course she does,’ Katie points out bluntly. ‘We all know him. He was our teacher.’
Alex shakes her head as Jenny places our coffee mugs in front of us then takes a seat at the table.
‘She means Georgia knows him now. Don’t you?’ Alex adds, always one step ahead of everyone.
‘Yes, exactly. I don’t know how—’
‘I think I do,’ Jenny butts in, and we turn to her curiously. ‘Georgia was telling me about her new boyfriend this weekend. After I thought it was Dan, sorry about that,’ she says to Alex with a shrug. ‘She said she met him at a support group he runs—’
‘Support for what?’ Alex asks.
Jenny sighs and shakes her head. ‘For men falsely accused of rape.’
All three of us are silent, the shock of the words hitting each of us separately.
I’ve never thought of myself as a victim of rape, though I knew that was what Grant was tried for in the case against Becca. Statutory rape. How can something be rape when you take an active part in it? It felt wrong for me to consider myself a victim in the same way some poor young girl walking home who was pounced upon by a stranger in the night would be. I had chosen Grant; I had been excited to lose my virginity to him. I had wanted it. I had willingly done it again and again and again. Yet he was labelled a rapist for doing the same thing to Becca. The thing I realise now, he actually never did.
‘He runs a support group?’ Alex says, her nostrils flaring in the way I know they do when she’s truly furious. ‘That’s… That’s so fucking disgusting. Why the fuck would Georgia be at one of those?’
‘Her brother,’ I say, my mind catching up. ‘Don’t you remember? Not long after Jen told us Lainey was pregnant, Georgia said that some girl had accused Fletch of rape.’
Alex opens her mouth as if this fact has been completely erased from her mind until now.
‘She said it wasn’t true,’ Jenny adds. ‘The police didn’t follow up the complaint but Fletch took it really badly. G said she was scared that he might…’ Jenny stops before she says the words, her eyes resting on Katie.
‘Kill himself,’ Katie says. ‘You can say the words.’
‘Sorry,’ Jenny says, embarrassed. ‘I think Georgia was just trying to support him, and she went to this group, and that’s where she met your teacher – Grant.’
‘There’s no reason to think the man she met was Grant,’ Alex says.
‘Yes, there is. This house is owned by his parents,’ I say, holding my hands up, referencing the very walls around us.
‘What?’ Katie says jumping up from her seat at the table as if it is contaminated by association.
‘I didn’t know,’ I say, seeing the accusation in Katie’s eyes. ‘Not until earlier tonight. Jenny found the owner’s manual when we were trying to turn the electricity back on, and I saw their names. His parents. They own this house. Georgia must have booked it this weekend through him.’
‘No,’ Alex says shaking her head. ‘It’s Jenny’s aunt’s house. Right?’ She looks hopefully at Jenny, but she bites her lip.
‘No, sorry, babe. Georgia told me to say that to get you here for the surprise…’
‘This is so fucked up,’ Alex says.
‘I’m so sorry—’
‘It’s not your fault. You didn’t know what Georgia was planning, but I think I understand now.’ Alex takes a breath and rubs at her eyes before continuing. ‘She wants me to confess – she was trying to force me into saying Mr Booth was innocent before she pushed me down the basement stairs.’
‘This is all too much,’ Jenny says. ‘I’m sorry, but we need to call the police. This is out of control. What if you’d hit your head and bled to death? What if we’d not heard you down there?’
‘But I didn’t hit my head, and you did hear me down there,’ Alex says calmly. ‘Georgia went off on foot, right?’ She asks me, and I nod. ‘So she can’t have got far.’
‘What if she went after Luke?’ Katie cries. ‘I told her what I’d heard – what if she has gone to do something to him?’
‘She won’t,’ I hear myself say, and I don’t know if the confidence in my answer is because I’m terrified of the alternative or because I still believe that deep down Georgia is our friend who loves us.
‘I don’t know,’ Jenny says, her phone clasped in her hand. ‘We should call the police; this isn’t right. G clearly isn’t in her right mind.’
‘What if we just give her what she wants?’ Alex says.
‘What do you mean?’
‘She wants to clear Grant’s name, she wants me to say that he never did anything wrong back then. What if I just do that?’ Alex looks at us all and I know there’s no point in giving her an answer either way, she doesn’t need our opinion. Alex has already decided what will happen next.



Chapter Fifty-Two
Georgia – Now
I only managed to get my car five minutes up the road before realising there was no way I’d get through the flood, so I have sat here useless and defeated since, my hands shaking as I thought about what I’d done to Alex. When she finally admitted that she had no remorse for what she’d put Grant through, I saw red. I wanted her to suffer. My intention this weekend was never for her to get hurt; I just wanted her to tell the truth. But when I pushed her and heard the crash of her body against the stone floor below, I have to admit it felt good. Right. There was no part of me that wanted to help her. I don’t remember locking the door so she couldn’t get out or putting the key in my pocket so no one could free her if they found her. And then Katie appeared, drenched in the doorway, needing my help and somehow Alex at the bottom of that basement, cold and hurt and alone, felt right. Just. She happily helped lock an innocent man away for years, so why shouldn’t she get a small taste of how that feels now?
But when the electricity came back on and woke the others up, I panicked. My plans had never included a body in the basement and one out on the moors and so when they suggested someone go to phone the police, I took the opportunity to get out while I still could. My feet carried me down the lane to my car, and I’ve been here ever since, stuck in a disaster of my own making with no way out.
My phone lights up. Katie.
Alex has told me what she did. Come back to the house. She’ll confess everything.
I read it a few times before getting out of the car. Did Katie hear Alex banging from below and let her out? And what, Alex confessed to her just like that? Part of me doesn’t believe that Alex would ever confide in Katie, but she might be dazed and scared from her fall. There’s a chance Katie is telling the truth, and Alex is ready to confess. I have little choice except to trust Katie is telling me the truth. Of all of them, she is the only one who would care about Alex’s confession as much as I do.
Poor Katie. I didn’t mean for her to get dragged into this; she looked so terrified when she told me she’d pushed Luke out on the moors that I knew if I didn’t intervene, she’d wake up all the others and ruin everything. I had to convince her that I’d take care of things, but really, what could I have done even if the others hadn’t woken up and interrupted us? Nothing. This weekend has shown me that I’m as useless as I always thought. The idea of going back to that house makes me feel sick, but if there’s a chance that Alex might still confess, I have to take it. The alternative is that I give up, wait out the flood and return home to my sad little flat that will be empty of Grant forever once he finds out what I’ve tried – and failed – to do.
The idea of failing Grant propels me forward. Katie says Alex will confess; I have to hold onto that. I force myself to keep walking along the waterlogged lane. As I reach the house, the first signs of daylight are creeping in, and the sun peeks out over the moors behind us. What a beautiful morning. It always is after a storm.
The door is unlocked and so I walk straight in. The house is so quiet that my wet footsteps ring out as I walk down the dark corridor.
‘Georgia?’ Katie appears in the open kitchen door. She looks wrecked.
‘Where is she?’ I ask.
Katie nods to the kitchen behind her, and I steel myself to see Alex.
She’s positioned with one foot up on the kitchen chair opposite her, and I notice her ankle has swollen to twice its normal size. I should feel guilty about that, but I don’t. She caused all of this; she knows what she did. I’ve no doubt in my mind that Alex is guilty. None at all. I saw her terrified face when we let her out of the prison cell on Saturday – she saw the words I’d written on the wall, and she knew someone finally understood the truth of what she’d done. I haven’t enjoyed playing with her this weekend, it’s made me feel sick. I honestly thought one prompt would be enough to guilt Alex into a confession, but as the weekend went on I had to keep ramping things up. I’d bought the Ophelia picture off eBay in a last-minute panic before the weekend began. I never thought I’d use it; it seemed so outlandish. But it almost worked; I did enough to shake her and despite the mess things ended up in, I did get to her in perfect time to bring her face to face with her accomplice. It was easy to get Luke here – all I had to do was send one pathetic text from Millie’s phone and he came running. I was never sure of his involvement in all of this until Katie confirmed what she’d heard. Poor Millie, this will break her.
‘Sit down,’ Alex says softly.
‘I’ll stand,’ I reply.
Alex sighs, unable to hide her annoyance.
‘I think you’ll want to sit,’ Katie says, her big eyes trying to communicate something with me that I’m too angry to see.
‘Fine,’ I say, pulling out a chair and letting it scrape against the floor. ‘Where are the others?’
‘Still asleep,’ Alex says. ‘They don’t need to know anything about this—’
‘I’ll decide who needs to know what,’ I snap back and Alex sighs again. ‘Katie said you’ve admitted what you did.’ Alex nods. ‘I want to hear it for myself.’
‘Okay,’ Alex says and my whole body tenses up.
Is she really going to do it? I scramble in my jacket pocket for my phone, ready to hit record like I did earlier this evening. The whole point of this weekend was to record her confession – I have no intention of going to the police; Grant specifically said he doesn’t want any of this stirred up again, but if the others could hear what she did, then there would be no reason to keep our relationship a secret anymore. Grant’s name would be clear in the eyes of everyone who mattered, and we could be properly together.
Once I press the red record button and put my phone on the table between us, no longer hiding my intention to record her words, I say, ‘Spit it out, then.’
‘Don’t you want to wait for Grant to get here?’ Alex says, cocking her head to the side.
‘Grant’s not coming,’ I say. ‘He’s not involved in this.’
‘So he doesn’t know you’ve spent the weekend torturing me to try and make me confess?’
I roll my eyes. ‘Oh, give it up, Alex. I’m not the bad person here, you can’t spin this around.’
‘Well either way, I’d like to wait for him before I start.’
‘He’s not coming! He has no idea you’re even here! You honestly think he’d let me spend the weekend here with you? The person who ruined his life?’ Anger flecks my words with spit, and I sit back in the chair, disgusted with myself for letting her get to me like this.
Alex watches me coolly as Katie sits silently opposite us picking at the wood on the table, her head down. It dawns on me that Katie should be furious at Alex – like she was when I found her in the kitchen earlier, soaked through and crying that she’d hurt Luke out on the moors. I’m glad she did; he deserved it. I hate to hurt Millie, but she shouldn’t marry a man like that. What sort of man would tell such a lie about his sister?
Grant will hate that I’ve set all of this up; he told me to leave it in the past. But how could I when the past was preventing us from ever having a proper future? I knew if I could record Alex confessing to what she did, he’d forgive me for what it took to get there. But I don’t think he’d feel the same about finding Luke’s dead body on his land. Perhaps I can pin it on Alex; say she attacked him when he threatened to tell Millie the truth. Yes, that will work. There is still a way out of this for me. Things will be okay.
A heavy knock from the front door breaks my thoughts. Across the table, Alex’s face lights up. I look at Katie, but she won’t meet my eye and I realise I’ve been tricked.



Chapter Fifty-Three
Alex – Now
‘You might want to get that,’ I say to Georgia, watching her face go pale.
‘What have you done?’ she asks and for a second I say nothing because she looks scared.
‘Go and answer the door, Georgia,’ Katie says coldly.
Reluctantly, Georgia gets up and we hear her walk into the dark corridor.
‘What’s going on?’ I hear him ask her after the front door opens. Even after all these years, he sounds the same. Georgia whispers something back, but it’s too quiet for us to hear. ‘What the bloody hell are you going on about? You texted me from your mate’s phone saying there was an emergency and to get here immediately. Now you want me to go?’
His heavy footsteps pound the hallway and I count them down until he reaches the kitchen.
‘Please, Grant! It was a false alarm, the power went off – I don’t need you here—’ Georgia pleads from behind him but it’s too late. He’s here.
‘What the…’ Grant says as he walks into the room, his lip curling in anger. ‘What the fuck are you doing in my house?’
‘I’ve been here all weekend,’ I say, calm as anything, though my hands are shaking beneath the table. ‘Though I didn’t know it was your house until this morning.’
‘Georgia, what is this?’ Grant turns around and snaps at her. I see her diminish under his gaze and the utter fury that’s been powering me through this final confrontation with her dwindles and is replaced by pity.
‘I can explain…’ She stutters like the unconfident kid she once was.
‘No,’ I say, stepping between her and Grant, my body bristling at the feel of his hot breath on my face as my ankle throbs beneath me. ‘I will.’
I gesture towards the table for them both to take a seat. Georgia glances at Grant tentatively; he must make a motion for her to sit because she does and then he follows. The relief I feel at having him physically further from me is immense. Grant flicks a glance at Katie, doing a double take.
‘This is Katie,’ Georgia says in a small voice. ‘Becca’s sister.’
‘What the fuck is going on?’ he asks again, but it’s less angry this time, more confused.
‘Georgia,’ I say, taking a deep breath before delivering my lines. ‘I understand why you attacked me earlier—’
‘I didn’t attack you!’ she screeches, the venom back in her voice. ‘You fell!’
Grant eyes her suspiciously and moves just the slightest bit away from her on his chair. I assume he is not used to seeing this side of her, the spiky, assertive side that I’ve come to love.
‘You pushed me and then you locked me in the basement,’ I say as she goes to interrupt again, but I stop her with a firm raise of my hand. ‘I understand why. The two of you… You’re together. Right?’
Georgia again flicks a glance to Grant who nods, just once.
‘You did this for him,’ I say to Georgia, silently pleading with my friend – my friend who has been there for every significant moment in my life – to tell me that no, I am wrong. She has not hurt me to make him happy, she is still the friend I know who would do anything to make the rest of us happy. But she just stares back at me coldly and I know for sure that the person I once knew is now long gone.
‘What have you done?’ he snipes at her.
‘Only what someone should have done a long time ago. She’s forced me to finally tell the truth,’ I say, and he turns to me, his face like thunder. ‘To tell the truth about you and Becca.’
He sits back in his chair, arms crossed against his wide chest.
He’s changed since school. It’s been fifteen years so of course he has, but his change is significant. He used to be slight, he’d wear white shirts that looked as if he’d bought them thinking he might grow into them. A man-child. Perhaps that was a deliberate choice to make himself appear less threatening – more like a teenager than a man despite the fact he was twice as old as us. Now, he clearly spends a lot of time in the gym – no longer attempting to hide his masculinity. His thick biceps bulge underneath his navy T-shirt and the vein in his neck throbs as he watches me. There’s an air of mild threat about him that I suspect is always there – even when he isn’t in a situation like this. I can see why Georgia was attracted to him – he is just her type. I wonder how the slim, slightly geeky maths teacher became this brute of a man, but perhaps that’s what prison does to men like him. His dark eyes flick over my body like an assault; this is what he used to be so good at hiding. Did prison teach him this invisible violence, or has he finally just let his true self be free?
I take a deep breath and lock eyes with Georgia, then Grant, before speaking.
‘He didn’t abuse Becca. Okay? That’s the truth. He never slept with Becca; he barely knew her.’
Georgia stares at me open-mouthed as the confession falls from my lips. Jenny stands by the living room door, her head down.
‘You made it up,’ Georgia says, and it’s like she’s still shocked even though she knew this to be true, or at least, hoped it was. ‘You lied. You sent an innocent man to prison, and you let your friend kill herself over it,’ she spits, her words gathering momentum as she stands up to face me.
‘I lied,’ I say because it’s true, I did. ‘But I’m ready to tell the truth now.’
Grant says nothing for a moment, his eyes narrowed as he watches me, trying to work out what I am doing, but I stand resolutely still, not letting a single emotion flicker over my face.
‘I told you, babe. Didn’t I tell you?’ He stands and turns to Georgia, grinning, but she looks less pleased by the admission as her cheeks flame. ‘They made it all up. You just wait until—’
‘Wait until what?’ Millie’s voice comes from the door, it’s timid yet threatening enough to make everyone stop and turn to her. ‘What will you do?’
Grant sits back down on his chair as if he’s seen a ghost.
‘What…’ he stammers. ‘What is going on? What have you done?’ He snaps at Georgia, whose anger has turned to confusion at her boyfriend’s reaction to Millie.
‘I haven’t done anything… What do you mean?’ Georgia says, grabbing his hand. ‘Alex has just admitted that she lied, just like you said. I know you said you didn’t want to drag it up, but we could go to the police properly now – your name will be cleared and we can be together.’ She tugs at his hand like a child to an uninterested parent. Despite everything, my heart breaks for her because I see in the glare of Grant’s eyes that he never had any intention of really being with Georgia.
‘Don’t you want to hear the rest?’ Millie asks Georgia.
She shakes her head as she pulls Grant to standing. ‘I’ve no interest in anything any of you have to say anymore.’
‘You’ll want to hear this, babe,’ Jenny says kindly, blocking the doorway so that they can’t leave.
Georgia scowls at me, as Grant grips her hand and goes to push Jenny out of the way, but she holds firm.
‘You didn’t abuse Becca,’ Millie says to him, her voice shaking. ‘But you aren’t innocent. Do you want to tell her, Grant, or shall I?’
‘Oh, shut the fuck up, all of you. You always were nasty little bitches and you’ve not changed. Get the fuck out of my way,’ he snaps at Jenny. ‘Before I don’t give you any choice.’
‘Grant!’ Georgia shouts as if shocked by this turn in him, but it doesn’t surprise me in the least. Jenny wavers, before stepping aside from the door while throwing me an apologetic look.
‘It was me,’ Millie says to Georgia, clear and firm as Grant walks out of the door. ‘It was me that he abused.’ She pushes the last word out through gritted teeth. Georgia gasps as Grant pulls her towards the door.
‘You’re lying,’ she says, but her eyes fill with tears, and she frees herself from Grant’s grip. ‘You’re covering up for her.’ She points her finger at me, but Millie shakes her head.
‘I’m not, G. I didn’t know about Becca – I swear, I didn’t know it was a lie. Becca told me herself that she’d slept with Grant. But she made it up to save me. To save me from him. It was never meant to go that far, the police were never meant to know. Luke heard them talking about it and—’
Grant steps forward to grab her, but she darts away, then shakes her head and clamps her hands over her ears as if she can block out the words, the truth.
‘Come on,’ Grant says, reaching to grab Georgia’s arm so hard that his fingertips indent her skin. ‘I want all of you to get the fuck out of my house. Do you hear me? And stay away – or you’ll regret it.’
He marches Georgia in the direction of the door, but Millie throws herself in their way.
‘Admit what you did,’ she spits at him. The sight of it is unnerving; at just five foot three, Millie standing bravely in front of this hulking great man as if she has any say in where he chooses to go.
‘I’m going to say this to you only once,’ he hisses. ‘Move.’
Millie flicks a glance to me but stands firm. ‘You abused me. I was fifteen years old. I was a virgin when we met. You were my teacher. You—’
It happens in a flash, so quickly that no one has time to react as Grant grips Millie by the neck and pins her to the wall.
‘You wanted it,’ he spits in her face. ‘You fucking wanted it.’
Millie gasps for breath as the rest of us scream at him to put her down; I claw at his arms, but it makes no difference, the thick skin on his biceps is like leather against my nails. I don’t think, I just act and before I know it, the lamp that Georgia pleaded with us to be careful with is in my hands, and I smash it against his skull.
He drops to the floor and Millie does too.
The four of us still standing stare at each other in horror, then the front door opens.



Chapter Fifty-Four
Katie – Now
I know it’s going to be him before he even steps in the room, yet when I see him, my stomach churns. People say that a lot, don’t they? I read it in books all the time, but it has never really happened to me before this weekend. When I pushed Luke off that ridge on the moors earlier this evening, my stomach churned, and when I look at him now, battered and bruised, it does it again. I wonder for a moment if I can scurry out of the room without anyone noticing, but where would I go? My car isn’t here, and I don’t think I’d hold up very well running across the moors alone.
‘Millie!’ Luke cries as he runs towards his crumpled wife-to-be. He pulls her into his arms and cries out when she splutters a cough. So she’s alive, at least. ‘What happened here?’ He shoots the question to Alex who stands with a piece of broken lamp in her hand.
In front of her, Grant lies on the floor, blood dripping from his head. It’s like everyone except Luke has been frozen to the spot, but suddenly Alex comes to life.
‘Oh my god,’ Alex says, falling to the floor next to Grant. ‘Oh my god. Call an ambulance!’ She shouts at no one in particular.
Georgia steps forward, and I notice then that she isn’t really with us. Her eyes are glassy as she stares at Grant lying on the floor. I usually find it hard to work out what people are feeling based on how they look, but I’m pretty sure I’m right in saying that Georgia isn’t feeling anything as she watches blood drip from the head of the man she had told me she loved.
‘Is it true?’ she says to Alex, still staring at Grant.
Alex looks between Georgia and Grant, her eyes frantic. ‘Is it… Georgia, just call an ambulance, please. He needs help—’
‘Is. It. True?’ Each word is punctuated by a sharp full stop, and Alex slowly nods.
‘I didn’t know, I…’ Georgia stammers, her eyes glued to Grant lying on the floor. ‘I thought you had framed him for… Well, I don’t know why you did it. I didn’t know. He said you lied, I thought if I could get you to confess—’
‘That doesn’t matter now,’ Alex snaps. ‘We need an ambulance.’
Georgia shakes her head. ‘He said we couldn’t be together properly while everyone thought he was… a rapist.’ The word contorts her face. ‘He said if things were different, he’d marry me in a second. I wanted that so badly.’ Her eyes have glazed over and it’s like none of us are even here anymore, like she’s confessing to some higher power. ‘You all got your happy ending,’ she says quietly. ‘I thought he was mine.’
There’s silence for a moment as Grant’s blood continues to pool, then Georgia shakes her head and looks up at us.
‘All those memories… those notes about the person Millie fancied at school,’ Georgia says, her nose scrunched up in disgust. ‘They weren’t about Luke. Were they? They were about him.’ Millie’s eyes cloud, and Georgia seems to take in this information all at once. ‘Your virginity!’ she whimpers. ‘You didn’t lose it to Sam Parrish, did you?’ Millie shakes her head. ‘Jesus Christ, you lied. Because it was him, wasn’t it? You lost your virginity to him!’
Alex, Millie and Jenny look back at Georgia with mixed expressions, but no one says a word. Georgia pauses for a second as if she might say something more, then hands her phone to Alex wordlessly before stepping over Grant and walking out of the house, leaving the front door swinging behind her.
‘Georgia!’ Jenny and Alex both shout, but the sound of her car squealing away leaves their cries unheard.
Alex dials, then puts the phone to her ear.
‘Hello, yes, ambulance please. It’s an emergency.’ There are a few seconds of quiet as Luke hugs Millie to his chest and she cries gently in his arms. ‘There’s been an accident, we need an ambulance immediately. A man. He’s been hit in the head. He’s bleeding badly.’ Alex listens for a second. She leans down towards Grant then says. ‘I don’t know. No, I can’t tell.’
I should be helping really. I’m a nurse, I know what to do. He’s not in the right position to recover from a head injury and I could very quickly find his pulse to see how bad the situation is, but I don’t do any of that. I pretend to be still with shock, but really I’m just waiting to see what will happen. What a funny picture this all is, Luke with his bruised face clutching Millie with her bruised neck, Grant with his bashed in head lying next to Alex with her bloodied hands and Jenny standing back, innocent and clean.
The sun starts to come up, slowly at first then all at once and so the room becomes bright for the first time in what feels like days. It casts a biblical beam of light down onto Grant, which is pretty disgusting as the blood looks thicker and gloopier now we can really see it. The others turn away, but it doesn’t bother me, perk of the job I suppose. Alex hangs up and tells us the ambulance will be here soon.
‘How soon is “soon”?’ Jenny asks from the corner. Alex shrugs.
‘What happened here?’ Luke asks, but no one answers.
Millie is fine now; she’ll just have a few bruises on her neck, but it’s no big deal. We see women come in like that all the time. Men seem to have a thing about necks.
Luke hasn’t looked at me yet, and I wonder what he’ll say when he does. It feels like an anti-climax, but he’ll probably say nothing at all. Neither of us will. I don’t think talking helps all that much, you know. People say that telling the truth is always the best way forward, but look at the mess it’s got us all into here. I wish I’d known earlier that Luke hadn’t meant to hurt Becca. When I heard him and Alex arguing, it sounded like a plan the two of them cooked up together to get Becca in trouble. That’s why I was so mad. That’s why I pushed him down the hill on the moors. I told the others he fell, but both of us know that isn’t true. I watched as he slipped down the mud and hit his head, and I stood in the rain and walked away. I’ve always thought I was capable of doing something truly horrible, and tonight proved that I was right all along. I think most of us are when it comes down to it – if it means getting what we want. Look at Luke. Look at Becca. Look at Georgia.
‘Where have you been, Luke?’ Jenny now asks, and he looks at me, finally.
‘I fell,’ he says, just like I knew he would, as he avoids my gaze. ‘I fell out on the moors, and I was knocked out for a bit. I don’t know how long because my phone was smashed but eventually I got up and tried to find my way back to the house. I must have gone the opposite way because instead I found myself back out on the road, soaked to the skin with my head dripping.’ He points to the cut on his head with a small smile as if it was all a silly accident and not a malicious push by his own sister. ‘I flagged down a farmer,’ he says with a little shocked laugh. ‘He brought me up to the lane here and I walked the rest of the way.’
Millie stares up at him doe-eyed; they really are totally in love. Maybe Luke will never tell her what I did, maybe she’ll never know and we’ll all be bonded by trauma after this weekend. I’ve seen the younger nurses in the staffroom play videos on TikTok about this concept and laugh while they tell each other ‘It’s us’. Maybe that can be me and Millie. Trauma-bonded for life.
‘I’m glad you’re okay,’ I tell Luke. For a second his eyes are blank and I think I might be wrong – that Luke is actually going to tell the others what I did to him – but then he smiles and nods and I know everything is going to be okay.



THREE MONTHS LATER



Chapter Fifty-Five
Alex
I wait at the front of the church, feeling a sea of eyes on me. I should be nervous, but there is an overwhelming sense of calm floating through me. Muffled chatter bounces between the pews, even a few sprinkles of laughter, and I smile. The vicar nods at me from the altar, asking if he can begin. One minute I signal to him before turning and checking the church again.
My eyes swarm over the sea of familiar faces. The pews are packed. Dan was loved. I knew this, logically, I knew this, but seeing it in the faces of all those who loved him threatens to overwhelm me, so I avoid their kind, concerned stares and continue to look for the faces I’m desperate to see, ignoring the impatient tuts of Dan’s mother sitting beside me.
It’s been three months since Grant attacked Millie at the house. Three months since I hit him over the head. There was a moment where I thought I’d killed him, and while I was terrified, part of me was so completely relieved that he’d no longer be in the world. But of course he was fine. Men like that always are. The police charged him with assault for strangling Milli,e and I’ve enjoyed watching his online support group fall apart after ensuring all his members heard about the attack. Even men accused of rape don’t want to be seen to support a violent man, it would seem.
I don’t know what Millie told the police, but they’ve never asked me about Becca and the lie we told, so perhaps she decided to keep quiet about the real reason Grant strangled her. What good would it do now? He was put away for being a sex offender back then, even if his victim was the wrong girl. There’s no undoing any of it, and I hope Millie at least felt some relief at being able to share her truth with us, even if she could never go to the police.
I’ve not seen Millie, Jenny, Katie or Georgia since the attack. Jenny did message a few times to ask if I needed anything when she knew Dan was in his last weeks, but they were the kind of texts that were given in pity, not friendship. I understand. I know what I did to Becca is unforgivable; I know this is all my fault. But still, part of me thought they would be here today.
I turn back to the vicar and give him the nod, which springs everything into action. The organist presses down her fingers on the keys with gusto, shocking the other guests into silence. The whole pew stands up beside me as the church doors open with a familiar creak, but I don’t look around as I hear the heavy footsteps of Dan’s dad and brothers carrying the weight of him on their shoulders. Stone floor, black shoes, white lilies, worn-out knee cushion… I name things as I hear their footsteps approaching until there is no more aisle to walk.
‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…’
I bring my head up and try to drown out the vicar’s words. How different I expected this to be. I shouldn’t be sitting next to his weeping mother, I should be stood up there, hand in hand with Dan about to take our vows. Instead, I am here, alone. Which is exactly what I deserve.

After the service, I stand by the coffin. Everyone else has slowly left, one by one, until it is just Dan and me. They’re all waiting for me, and I know his parents will be tutting at this interruption to the schedule, but I can’t make myself move. Once I leave the church, everything will be over. There is nothing left to do except bury the body of the man I love in the ground. I don’t think I can make myself walk across the churchyard with the sun on my back knowing this is how it ends. I’ve forced myself to get through the last few days since Dan died by telling myself to just get to the funeral. And now it’s almost over. I don’t know how to keep going after this, so I stay rooted to the spot, one hand on Dan’s coffin in the empty church.
‘Al,’ I hear my name from behind, and it sounds like her voice – but it can’t be.
I turn around.
There she is.
‘Millie,’ I say, my voice choked.
She smiles.
‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ I say, and she frowns.
‘Of course we came,’ she says, and then I see the others. Jenny, Katie and Georgia sitting silently in the back row. My stomach jolts at seeing Georgia, and I can tell she feels the same as she looks down, avoiding my gaze as Jenny raises a hand to me.
‘Come on,’ Millie says, gently lacing her fingers in mine as she leads me away from Dan and down the aisle.
As we reach the others, they stand, and Jenny finds my other hand and holds it in hers. Her hand is warm and she smiles across at me, her face tired but not unhappy. Georgia looks like she’s been through it. Her hair has been cut into a severe bob just above her shoulders and her collar bones jut out from above her blue dress. It’s not a comfort to see her so miserable, but at least I know she hasn’t walked away from what she put me through without consequence. At first, Katie looks the same, but when we exchange a nod, I see there is a hardened glint to her eye, and I’m sorry for that.
We walk out of the church slowly, me flanked by Millie and Jenny, Katie and Georgia following behind.
Outside, the sun momentarily blinds me before bringing everyone else into view. People start flocking towards me, telling me how sorry they are, how loved Dan was, how much they’ll miss him. I falter, but Millie pulls me closer.
‘It’s okay, you can do this. We’re here. We’re all here.’

Once the burial is over, once Dan’s body is encased six feet below, and the crowds have dispersed, it is just the five of us left. We walk across to the park opposite the cemetery, not speaking, not yet. Instead, we take a seat on the bench and watch a group of girls hanging out in the late afternoon sunshine, a mismatched spread of beach towels beneath them as they lie, limbs entwined, giggling in the park. There are four of them, probably fourteen or fifteen years old, and my heart aches seeing them so innocent and carefree. Are they good friends, I wonder? Real, good friends? Would they go as far as we did to protect each other? I hope they never have to. But if they do, I hope they forgive each other for it.
I turn to look at my friends as Millie rubs my hand in hers. I feel the band of her engagement ring against my skin.
‘You’re still getting married,’ I say.
She sighs, lets go of my hand and studies her ring as the sunlight catches the diamond.
‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘I don’t know.’ She smiles at me sadly, and I nod.
‘I should explain,’ I say. ‘There’s so much to say…’
Millie smiles, squeezes my hand. ‘Not today,’ she says softly.
We go back to watching the girls, and I feel the sun on my face, my friend’s hand in mine, and I know, eventually, things will be okay again. Despite everything that’s been done, we will learn to forgive each other. Though they’ll never know the whole truth. Despite what people say, some things are better left unsaid.



Epilogue
Then – Alex
‘Luke,’ Alex breathes down the phone, tears stuck in her throat. ‘Luke, I need your help.’
He arrives fifteen minutes later on his bike; she notices he’s wearing his cap backwards and curses him for being so stupid. It should be the other way, to cover his face. He lets his bike fall to the side and she jumps as it clatters onto the gravel path.
‘What’s going on?’ he says as he gets closer to her. ‘Why are you wet?’
Alex is shivering all over, the filthy river water dripping off the ends of her hair down her back.
‘Where’s Becca?’ he asks when Alex fails to respond, and she sees it then, the panic in his eyes. He knows something has happened, something very bad.
‘I need your help,’ she manages to say, and Luke recoils as she reaches for him.
‘What have you done? What’s going on?’ He steps back and looks at her with something like disgust.
‘Becca asked me to meet, she messaged me online to come here,’ Alex said.
This was a lie. She had been obsessively watching Becca’s activity on MSN as well as Millie’s non-stop since the lie had come out and noticed tonight that they both went offline at exactly the same time. When Millie didn’t respond to her calls, she just got this gut feeling that something was going on, and she knew that if Becca was going to go through with her threat of revealing everything to Millie, that she’d bring her here to do it. To their bench, the bench where the girls had sat together over the years to talk about everything from school test results to losing their virginity. It was their place, everything important happened there.
And she was right. She hid in the bushes disguised by the darkness as Becca begged Millie to tell the truth about her and Mr Booth. Alex was terrified that Becca would reveal her part in the whole lie, but Becca appeared too off her head to get her words straight. Alex knew that Becca had started taking stuff that she got from one of Luke’s friends, and it looked like it had got worse since everything about Mr Booth had come out. She’d been a mess, begging Millie like that, properly desperate and embarrassing. Alex was proud of Millie for not giving in to Becca’s tears, her stupid threat to kill herself. The old Millie would have rolled over in a second. But this Millie got up and walked away, leaving Becca completely alone.
‘She was going to tell on us,’ Alex says to Luke now. ‘Becca told me she knew you were involved—’
‘What? How?’ Luke looked scared then and Alex did feel a bit bad for lying to him. Becca didn’t know that it was her brother who had gone to the school about her and Mr Booth and got the police involved. But Alex needed Luke’s help tonight, and she knew that he’d need a bit of motivation to do the right thing.
‘She overheard your parents talking about it,’ Alex says, not looking Luke in the eye. ‘But it doesn’t matter how she knew, she said she was going to tell everyone the truth about Millie. She was going to say that you made it all up because you fancied Millie and wanted to break the two of them up.’ Luke shook his head and swore under his breath, not yet understanding the gravity of this situation and still treating it like some stupid fight with his little sister. ‘She was so angry, Luke. She wouldn’t stop screaming at me to back her story up – she was terrifying. She was swearing at me, hitting and shouting and…’
‘What happened?’ Luke says, stopping Alex’s words from spilling out anymore. ‘Where’s Becca now?’
Alex looks up at him, her eyes swimming with tears, river water dripping down her face, and points to the water.
Luke doesn’t move for a second, like he’s frozen, then he’s broken out of it and becomes a buzz of activity. His trainers skid on the gravel as he runs down the riverbank, slipping on the wet ground, just like Becca did. Alex listens to him scream her name over and over, knowing that Becca will never reply.
When he stops, Alex goes down to meet him in the sludge.
‘She fell,’ she says. ‘She was grabbing at me and screaming, and I shook her off and she just… she just fell.’
‘Why didn’t you go in after her?’ Luke screams at Alex’s face.
‘I did! Why do you think I look like this?’ Alex grabs at her hair, her wet clothes, as if that alone proves her innocence. ‘It was too late, she was gone! The current took her away. Luke, I couldn’t do anything.’
He stands back, his face lit by the moonlight, and she sees tears falling down his face that he makes no effort to hide.
‘We need to call someone, we need to call the police, an ambulance! I don’t know, we need—’
‘No, Luke. We can’t call anyone. Don’t you understand? If we do, we’ll have to explain why we were here, why Becca called me tonight, why I called you—’
‘But we have to! We can’t—’
She grabs his shoulders and shakes him like he’s a small child. ‘Yes, we can. Do you want to end up in prison? You lied about her – you told the police she had slept with Mr Booth—’
‘I thought it was true – I didn’t lie!’
‘Oh, come on, Luke. You think anyone will believe you? And even if they do, what will they say when they find out that when you realised it was a lie you never came forward and told the truth?’
He pushes her back so she loses her grip on him. ‘You made me, Alex! You told me I had to keep up the lie to keep Millie safe. I never would have done it if it wasn’t for you and your stupid plan. You and Becca, you started this – you and your stupid idea.’
Alex sighs, her eyes falling to the river that gushes beside them. ‘Yes, it was stupid. I know it was stupid. But it’s too late for all of that now, Luke. We need to stick together. If the truth ever comes out, it’s going to destroy both of us – and Millie. You don’t want that, do you?’
He looks at her and shakes his head.
‘Don’t worry,’ Alex says, calm descending over her. ‘I have a plan. What happened tonight, it’s awful, but nothing can bring Becca back. She’s gone. She’s dead.’ Alex gulps, the word so final and dramatic she hasn’t got her head around it yet. ‘But our lives don’t have to be over. She fell – that’s all. She was off her head—’
Luke scoffs at that like it isn’t true, but Alex holds his stare, and he drops his gaze. He knows what Becca gets up to. ‘If you write a note on her computer, we can make it look like she came out here to end it. No one ever has to know either of us were here. But you have to help me, okay?’
Luke looks at the river and shakes his head as if he might say no, and Alex feels a prickly sensation of panic skitter across her wet skin, but then he turns to her.
‘Okay,’ he says, all the fight gone from his voice. ‘Tell me what to do.’

A few hours later, when Alex is safe and warm in her bed, the river water washed off her skin, she begins to shake. She knows that whatever happens, her fate is tied to Luke’s silence now and always. How can she know he’ll stay quiet forever? But something tells her that he will. He is as guilty in all of this as she is, at least that’s what she told him. But she knows deep down that the only person guilty of Becca’s death is her.
She thinks of the moments before Becca’s life ended – how she could have stopped her friend from dying. But she didn’t. She ignored Becca’s cries for help and watched her body get carried down the river. She knew Becca could barely swim. She held this fact tight when she guided Becca towards the riverbank, the rain lashing down on them, making the mud slippery underfoot. She thought about it when she positioned her friend with her back to the water. It was at the front of Alex’s mind when she leaned forward and pushed Becca’s shoulders backwards. There was a moment where Alex worried that she’d overestimated how poorly Becca could swim as she watched her friend fight against the tide. But it didn’t take long for the panic to take hold as the cold shocked her system and the fight was lost. Becca had the world believing she was good at everything, but Alex was right – she really couldn’t swim.
It’s not like Alex held her friend under the water; it was an accident. And really, what does it matter either way? The ending is the same. Alex tells herself that over and over again. She did what she had to; she did it for Millie.
Alex lies in bed, staring at her ceiling waiting for the sun to come up. Tomorrow she will go to school and she will see Millie. She will need Alex badly over the next few weeks, she’ll need someone to lean on because Alex knows Millie will blame herself when it comes out that Becca went through with her ‘plan’ to kill herself. She’ll need a friend. And that’s exactly what Alex is. Such a good, good friend.



A Letter from Sophie
Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for picking up and reading What Stays Unsaid. Whether this is the first book of mine you’ve read or you’ve been with me since day one, I am eternally grateful to find you here.
I have found the older you get, the trickier friendships become, and the more tightly you find yourself holding onto your childhood friends… I read about a study once, showing that most adults can only successfully maintain five close relationships. It said if you’re in a romantic relationship, that’s one spot gone already. So, who gets the other four? I’ve thought about this a lot since, and it gave me the spark I needed to come up with the premise for What Stays Unsaid.
There is something odd that happens to friendships at the time of hen-dos that someone one day should study. From the moment that WhatsApp group is created, things become competitive (who will be the first to show their lack of dedication by asking if we really need to spend £50 on matching BRIDESQUAD dressing gowns?) and often filled with tension (what do you mean you can’t jump straight on a plane after a nightshift, don’t you care about the bride?). I do not fully understand this behaviour, but I am fascinated by it (enough to write over 90,000 words about it). I like to write about things that confuse me in the hope of understanding them better, and this is where most of my book ideas come from (I cannot say that this approach is particularly successful, as I remain perpetually confused).
If you’ve made it through years of hen-dos with all your friendships intact, well done. You are the exception, not the rule! The good news is that if you haven’t, you will probably go on to meet the most wonderful people many years after your hen-do like I did, which means you never have to know if they’re a willy-straw type person or not.
Whether you’ve experienced a dramatic hen-do friendship fallout and sought out this book for solace or have perfectly healthy friendships and were simply swayed by the cover, I hope you’ve enjoyed it. There is no better feeling than being taken out of your normal world for a few hours in between the pages of a good book. If I’ve given you that, then my job is done.
I really do love to hear from readers, so please get in touch! Alongside that, reviews are immensely helpful to authors, so please do consider leaving me one on Amazon and Goodreads if you enjoyed the book (if you didn’t enjoy it, you can skip this part!). If you’ve not already, please do check out my other books, If They Knew, Keep Them Close, and All My Lies. To keep up with my writing life, connect with me on Twitter @sophielflynn and Instagram @sophieflynnauthor where I’m always happy to receive a message from readers (unless it’s a hen-do invitation, of course).
Thank you again for reading.
Sophie x
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