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Dedication

To Dawn Warrington, my first reader,

and Milo Warrington, occasional furry muse.




Epigraph


‘We lose ourselves in books. We find ourselves there
too.’



Anonymous




Prologue


Emma

They arrested me at book club. It was shocking and predictable all at once. Predictable because of Lydia. Despite us banning her from book club, she kept upending my life. Shocking because, well, they arrested me at book club. This latest move in her twisted game proved it wasn’t over.

The five of us clustered around the wooden table in Rosa’s tiny cottage garden. A riot of late summer flowers surrounded us. ‘Do you ever wonder if books choose us instead of the other way around?’ I said.

‘How so?’ Jules sipped her wine, then jabbed at a slick olive with a cocktail stick.

‘You know when you’re drawn to a novel? Then you find a message wrapped in the story just for you.’ Was it too weird, saying that aloud? I tried not to be weird, but the other four went along with it.

‘We read books for what we need from them at the time,’ Jules said.

‘Sometimes,’ Marianne said in her commanding American accent, ‘I keep a book for when I’ll appreciate it most, like a fine wine.’

Reading a book was like catching up with a friend. Lydia set out to take my real friends, along with everything of value in my life.

The August sun dipped behind the rooftops and Marianne talked about our chosen book, The Women. ‘The tragedy can be traced back to that one choice—’

Lucy gasped and pulled back in her chair, eyes wide at a sudden commotion behind me. I whipped my head around. A burly police officer charged up the side path, his laser gaze focused on me. Two more followed in hot pursuit, wired and on a mission. Yet another raced up behind them as if propelled by a sudden release of pent-up energy. Panic flared in me. They ignored the gate and launched themselves over the low fence.

‘Emma Morland?’ The officer came towards me. ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of conspiracy to murder.’

‘Woah.’ Marianne shot up, warding them off with her outstretched palms. ‘What’s going on?’

Jules clung to me. Rosa and Lucy looked on in stunned silence. I flinched as the big officer loomed in to click handcuffs on my shaking wrists. Fear surged through me.

‘You can’t arrest her.’ Marianne’s voice boomed out. ‘She’s the victim.’

The officers tried in vain to lead her and Jules to the other end of the garden, but Marianne stood her ground, issuing legal threats, gesturing wildly. If Rosa’s neighbours hadn’t noticed the commotion, they would now.

‘…totally insane,’ Jules ranted. ‘It’s a complete stitch-up by that woman.’

My sister was always the gobby one. I willed her to shut up or she’d be arrested too. Then what would happen to the twins? I needed their Aunt Jules to swoop in and make it a little less bad for them. I tried to speak, but no words came out. The big-bodied officer reeled off my rights, telling me I did not have to say anything. I stayed frozen in place, my copy of The Women in my lap, about a character who prided herself on doing the right thing.

I’d intended to skip that book club night. I’d every reason to stay home. It was too soon after Elliot’s death, which consumed my every waking moment. But the others convinced me to keep things normal for the twins and me. And despite the many shards of heartache digging into me, keeping things normal had a lot going for it. I needed ‘normal’, but it wasn’t panning out. Of course not, with Lydia determined to ruin my life.

‘I can’t believe that woman is still calling the shots,’ Marianne raged.

My heart jangled as if coming loose. I looked at Jules, who’d adopted a battle-ready stance. ‘Look after the twins for me.’

A pounding inside my ears beat in time with my crazed heart. I went to clutch my arms around myself, but the handcuffs dug into my wrists. I slid my book on the table, in an awkward two-handed move.

‘Bring it with you,’ the officer said. ‘You’ll be there a while.’

His small act of kindness threw me. I held the book to my chest, as if it would save me, or at least take me somewhere other than the police station. I flushed with heat, my brain on fire. But I was chilled inside. As they led me away, Marianne called out, ‘We’ll get you the best lawyer.’

I nearly laughed. The best lawyer was how I’d landed in this mess, since my husband was considered the best divorce lawyer in London. Dubbed ‘the boss of break-ups’, Elliot worked exclusively on high-value cases, arguing over the Mayfair townhouse, the yacht in Monaco, the holiday villa with stunning Med views. His clients kept the most because he always came out on top. Until Lydia.

In the back of the police car, I suspected she lurked nearby, crouched behind a shrub, thrilled at her latest plan coming together. My eyes stayed downcast, not risking the sight of Lydia and her smug smile. My hands balled into fists. She thrived on whipping up drama, the world her stage.

Somehow she’d dragged me into this awful mess. My lifelong guilt complex gnawed at my edges. It came from growing up with a twin hell-bent on mischief. Whenever we landed in trouble, Jules did the talking, me red-faced while she told a colourful version of the truth. Now I was ready to confess that Elliot’s death was all my fault for making a terrible hash of things. I checked myself. Best not to say that to the police.

Despite my fear and panic, a sudden clarity struck me. For the first time, I was ready to fight Lydia. It was my word against hers. You’d hear different versions of what happened, but Lydia was a liar.

She had breezed into Marianne’s book club night with her swishy hair and dewy skin. Her radiant smile and curvy figure. She had played the newbie looking for friends, acting like my kindred spirit. A woman after my own heart. But she was after my husband’s heart and my children’s hearts and those of everyone close to me.

I tucked my unruly hair behind one ear. Okay, Lydia, I’d play along this time. I had no choice but to tell my side of the story. And when it came to Elliot’s murder, it was her word against mine.



Lydia

Emma was getting away with murder.

I was still holed up in the police station, talking to my lawyer in a grotty room. He wasn’t even listening to me. He looked down as I yelled my case at him.

Emma had totally set me up, along with Jules and the rest of them. As for evil Rosa, she’d cursed me. And don’t get me started on Marianne. Haters, all of them. You’d expect more kindness from women in a book club. They acted so ethical, sipping fair-trade wine and discussing characters’ motivations. It was time they admitted their part in Elliot’s death. I told the police this. Hopefully they were arresting Emma.

‘I’m the victim of a conspiracy. Write that down.’

I had to set the record straight and fight this miscarriage of justice. If it came to a trial, I’d make the right impression, so the judge threw out the case. Emma stitched me up and now she was the blue-eyed innocent who everyone believed. Those stuck-up bitches closed ranks around her. It was a witch-hunt, like Vern’s death, when his family blamed me. Couldn’t anyone see that I was the victim?

When this horror show was over, I would claim compensation and sell my story. I’d do a deep dive into she-devils who went on about the sisterhood then trampled all over women like me just because I was competition. I would have my own podcast and a Netflix documentary to talk about my triumph over adversity. That would bring me to a wider audience and put me in the path of an attractive man who wanted to look after me. I could even get a book deal and show those book club bitches. They could choose it for their book of the month. Ha! Seriously though, no way was I going to prison. Emma was going down for this, not me.



Emma



Police interview transcript


DS Williams: We’re investigating the murder of your estranged husband, Elliot Morland. His girlfriend, Lydia Steele, says you offered her £250,000 to kill him and make it look like an accident.

Emma Morland: That’s ridiculous.

DS Williams: What was your relationship to Lydia Steele prior to your husband’s death?

Emma Morland: She came to our book club and stirred up trouble. I only met her a handful of times. Then I found out she was having an affair with my husband, and I left him the same day. I’ve had no contact with her since.

DS Williams: Did you offer her a payment to kill him?

Emma Morland: The woman’s a lunatic.

DS Williams: Please answer yes or no.

Emma Morland: No.

DS Williams: Did you ever discuss the killing of your husband with Lydia?

Emma Morland: No.

DS Williams: Elliot was a successful divorce lawyer who left you for a younger woman. That can’t have been easy, Emma. I suggest his death is more convenient to you than doing battle in the divorce courts, given his reputation for ensuring the other side comes off worse.

Emma Morland: He’s the father of my children. Was. They’re devastated. There’s no way I’d choose to put them through this.

DS Williams: So why is Lydia saying it?

Emma Morland: She’s a fantasist.

DS Williams: You’re set to inherit a large sum of money. You could easily pay Lydia £250,000.

Emma Morland: Did you see that video of her threatening me the night before he died?

DS Williams: You could have set that up.

Emma Morland: Oh, come on, she’s unhinged. She’s the last person I’d ask to kill Elliot.

DS Williams: So, you wanted him dead?

Emma Morland: I’d like to call a lawyer.





Lydia



Police interview transcript


DS Williams: For the record, Lydia, you’ve declined to have your solicitor present.

Lydia Steele: He kept telling me to say ‘no comment’.

DS Williams: To clarify, you’re now saying that Emma Morland offered you £250,000 to kill her estranged husband and make it look like an accident?

Lydia Steele: Yes.

DS Williams: Can you tell me exactly what she said?

Lydia Steele: She said, ‘I’ll give you £250,000 to kill him and make it look like an accident.’ I said, ‘How do you propose I do that?’ She said, ‘Poison his food? Push him off a cliff? You’re resourceful. Work it out.’

DS Williams: You then proceeded to kill him and claim it was an accident.

Lydia Steele: It was self-defence. I told you. I thought he was going to kill me.

DS Williams: There’s no evidence of threats or violence from Elliot. Everyone says he was charming and never raised his voice or laid a hand on anyone.

Lydia Steele: Well, he was nasty to me.

DS Williams: Did you kill Elliot in return for a payment?

Lydia Steele: No. But she knew he was volatile. She thought I’d snap and see it through.

DS Williams: Which you did.

Lydia Steele: I didn’t. But when I turned her down, she said, ‘The offer’s there if you change your mind.’

DS Williams: And you changed your mind.

Lydia Steele: She set me up.

DS Williams: It sounds like you planned it.

Lydia Steele: If I’d planned it, I’d have done a better job.

DS Williams: Okay, Lydia—

Lydia Steele: This is a stitch-up.

DS Williams: If you keep changing your account of what happened, you’re less likely to be believed.

Lydia Steele: It’s a conspiracy. They planned the whole thing.

DS Williams: Who’s ‘they’?

Lydia Steele: Those women from book club.







Part One


Before the Murder



Welcome to Book Club






Chapter One


Lydia



Six weeks to the murder

I blamed Jules for bringing me to their book club. I first met her at the tennis club. She was on reception when I dropped in to ask about social events. Two players warmed up in the sultry June heat, the only sound coming from the rhythmical thwack of their tennis ball. Fragrant jasmine trailed up the clubhouse, scenting the heavy air. Inside the sleek, marbled clubhouse, the place was lemony fresh and cool from the air con.

We got chatting and she asked what level I played at. ‘I’m improving my game.’ I leaned my tanned arms on the walnut reception desk. My newly manicured nails shone blood red against the wood. Her lively face took me in. ‘Are there any hot tennis players you can match me with?’

Jules laughed and gave me an appraising look. ‘They’re all hot,’ she said. ‘Hot and sweaty. And mostly old, if that’s your thing.’

I grimaced. The club barman came over, giving me the eye. Mid-thirties, ripped body, shame about his stringy hair scraped into a topknot. Bet he lived in a dive. No thanks. I’d joined the club to find an attractive, high net-worth individual who would adore me. He’d have a track record of maturity in relationships and his income would provide us with a decent home in a prime location, along with exotic holidays, plus a car and credit card for me.

Of course, men of that calibre were always taken. Other women snapped them up in their twenties, while I was off having a good time. Now they had the house, the kids were growing up and their bored husbands would be craving fun again. That was where I came in. The right target had to be married, not divorced. I didn’t want someone else’s cast-off. When I looked at a divorced man, I wondered what was wrong with him for her to let him go. A man worth keeping was a man worth taking.

My quest to score a rich husband took me wine tasting in Soho, scouring fine art auctions and blagging every free trial going at upscale health clubs. I’d taken out social membership at the tennis club, which cost less than full membership.

‘It’s a friendly club,’ Jules said. She hadn’t acted upon any connections from this place, otherwise she wouldn’t have been behind a reception desk in a drab polo shirt printed with her employer’s logo. ‘I’ll find you some women to play.’

‘Sounds great,’ I said, even though I’d never owned a racket. ‘But work’s crazy busy over the summer. I can’t commit to matches, so I’ll come in for a drink and get to know people.’

Jules checked the watch on her pale wrist and picked up a shiny black bag that looked like some designer replica from Dagenham market, or the Surrey equivalent. I didn’t know all the haunts round here yet.

‘Going somewhere exciting?’ I asked. Maybe she was meeting a bunch of people in a bar, and I could tag along.

‘Home and then book club.’

Book club? It sounded as tantalising as the sweaty old tennis players. She had a spark about her though, so best not to write her off. Perhaps she knew a fun crowd at the rugby club or Sandown races.

‘Are you into books then?’ I asked.

‘My other job’s in a bookshop. Book club’s interesting. It’s like a look into a different world,’ she said, her face animated.

‘How so?’

‘The other women in the group have fabulous houses. Not mine. I can barely fit us in my flat.’ She laughed as if it didn’t matter. No ambition. ‘We’re at Marianne’s tonight. Her house is stunning.’

My ‘aha’ moment brought instant clarity. My heart sped. Did Marianne have a husband? ‘Oh, what fun.’ I dazzled her with my smile. ‘I love books!’

‘You should join us. We’ve been talking about finding someone new. It gets staid if we don’t shake it up.’

‘I’d love to.’ I flashed her another winning smile.

‘My sister’s in book club too: Emma. She’s hosting after Marianne. Another one with a gorgeous house.’

‘Does she have a high-flying career to afford the house?’

‘She doesn’t work. She’s married, with teenagers. Elliot’s super successful. He earns more than enough for their charmed life,’ Jules said.

‘Lucky Emma.’

‘I’ll grab your number, if that’s okay.’ She tapped at her computer screen. ‘Shall I check with the group and then WhatsApp you?’

I nodded my encouragement.

‘I’ll take your email too as Rosa uses a crappy out-of-date phone that won’t take apps. Took us two years to get her on email.’

‘Great.’ I stepped towards the glass sliding doors, acting casual. ‘Hope to see you later.’

‘Hang on.’ Jules pulled a hefty book from her bag and held it out. ‘I finished it on my lunch break. If you make a start, you’ll know what we’re talking about tonight.’

She texted an hour later to say I had the seal of approval and then looped me into an email chain. I sat on the bed in my flatshare, all over the recipient list, the unopened book beside me. One of them was ‘BookishLucy’. Beyond Tragic Lucy, more like. Emma’s email was ‘theMorlandFamily’, so not autonomous enough for her own email. I googled Elliot Morland and tracked down a London lawyer with sporty connections in Surrey. I zoomed in on his photo. Result! He was handsome and forty-ish with neatly styled thick dark hair. Even from the image, I sensed his confidence, his hidden depths. Hello, Elliot.



Emma’s journal

This is my account of what happened from the day I met Lydia. Jules said I should do it now, to straighten it out in my frazzled mind. It’s just for me, so I’m writing it as I remember.

I’d considered excusing myself from book club that night, not wanting to offend Marianne by saying I didn’t like her book choice. What a dreary, long-winded novel, but Jules insisted. It was my turn to drive and her turn to drink Marianne’s expensive wine. My sister was persuasive, so I let myself be convinced.

Even though she lived close by, I didn’t see Jules as much as I’d have liked. She mixed tennis club shifts with part-time work in a bookshop, and she revelled in her hectic social life. My evenings had always been family time, although these days the girls were often out with friends, and Elliot worked late.

Now that the girls no longer needed me so much, I found myself on my own a lot. I had started to think about returning to work, having more of a purpose. Elliot was defined by his career, thriving on ambition and loving the status. When I gave up work for the twins, it felt like a luxury to have time for their activities and see their sweet personalities develop. But doing everything at home filled my time ever since, especially with Elliot so useless around the house and garden. He said I was good at it, and we could afford to live on his salary, as if that settled things.

On the way to pick up Jules, I drove the girls to Esher High Street. ‘Have you thought any more about driving lessons?’ I glanced at their bright faces in the rear-view mirror as restaurants and interior design showrooms flickered past.

‘We won’t have time till after the summer,’ Isabella, my eldest by eleven minutes, said. ‘Mum, drop us here.’

I pulled up sharp and the two of them spilled from the car, bursting with teen girl energy and the absolute joy of a night out with friends. Chloe waved a goofy thanks and goodbye through the windscreen, then rushed after her twin. As I pulled back into the traffic, I heard their excited squeals as they met their friends outside the cinema.

Be careful, stayed unsaid on my lips, as if merely thinking it would keep them safe. My heart clenched. How were they seventeen already? Life was simpler back when they ate what I gave them, wore what we picked out and in the evenings they snuggled up for a story. We loved Matilda, who was never alone because she had books. They barely read anything now, while I still craved the deep comfort of a good story.

Swinging the car around, I headed to Jules’s flat. Despite the dreary book choice, going to Marianne’s was a welcome change from running around after everyone else. Growing up, I was ‘the quiet one, not like Jules’. I still got tongue-tied, but I could talk books with my friends.

I pulled up outside Jules’s flat and lowered the window to the sound of birdsong, beautifully clear in the warm June air. It was so peaceful that I closed my eyes. Then Jules burst out of her communal front door in her usual rush, digging around in her bag and pulling out black sunglasses. A glance at the car clock confirmed that we’d be late.

‘Phew, sorry I’m late. Thanks for the lift. Did you finish the book?’ She climbed in and leaned over to kiss my cheek with a ‘mwah’ before fastening her seat belt.

‘Slogged my way through.’

‘Me too.’

I smiled.

‘So,’ Jules said. ‘You ready to meet Lydia? She’s quite something.’





Chapter Two


Lydia

I pulled into the sweeping drive and my heart soared at the magnificent house. The elegant Queen Anne mansion stood proudly with tall sash windows and a grand entrance of Italianate stone columns. Such a long way from where I grew up in Basildon and Southend, or Saafend as the locals might say, not that you’d catch me talking like that. Good diction was important when mixing with the social elite. I passed myself off as one of them.

I parked in the shade of a flowering tree, alongside a smart Audi, which might belong to one of the other book clubbers. I stepped from the car and walked with confidence to the door. My high-street – but catwalk-replica – wedge espadrilles crunched over the pale gravel with ease. I pressed the doorbell, fluffed up my hair and smoothed down my saffron-yellow silk dress that set off my highlights. The dress came from a West London charity shop. It sent the perfect message of a successful woman, totally at ease in the world.

‘Who lives in a house like this,’ I said to myself in a Through the Keyhole voice. A tall, older woman with arched eyebrows and spiky silver-grey hair opened the door wide. She wore an indigo shirt dress and strappy orange heels.

‘Lydia? I’m Marianne. Come on in,’ she said in a refined American accent, guiding me into an impressive entrance hall.

I clocked the huge diamond ring on her left hand and Chanel cuff bracelets on each wrist. She was the type to carry off big statement pieces. She was also a mugger’s dream wearing all that bling. It was worth a fortune. I considered turning my hand to cat burglary and masterminding a jewellery heist.

‘We’re in the kitchen,’ she said in her cultured drawl, sashaying through.

I sashayed along with her. We passed huge antique mirrors and framed photos of preppy boys who must be her sons.

‘What a beautiful home,’ I said. ‘You have exquisite taste.’

‘Thank you. We relocated from New York and chose this place for our sons to attend the American school a few blocks away. Crawford worked in the City. He’s recently retired. That’s him in the den.’

She motioned towards a doughy man slumped in front of golf on Sky. Not an attractive look. I ruled him out.

What a fabulous house though, with an interesting mix of antique and modern. Nice art, albeit showy. Marianne had her shit together and even if her husband had been younger and hotter, I’d never wrestle him away from her.

Inside the vast marble kitchen, two women faced the view of an azure swimming pool. God, I’d kill to live here, I thought. Literally. The women turned towards us. The old one had thin eyebrows and dyed black hair cut short. The other had limp blond hair and wore a bizarre patchwork skirt and gypsy top that didn’t suit her. It wouldn’t suit anyone. She must be Bookish Lucy.

‘Lydia,’ Marianne said. ‘This is Lucy and Rosa.’

‘Lovely to meet you.’ I flashed my best smile.

‘We’ve met before,’ Rosa said.

‘Have we?’ I studied her haughty, lined face.

‘At Luca’s.’

‘Who’s Luca?’ Marianne asked, pouring white wine into a glass.

‘She’s lodging with him,’ Rosa replied. Her dark eyes inspected me, her hard stare moving purposefully up and down my face.

‘I’m staying with him until I find the right place.’ Had Luca mentioned a Rosa? I couldn’t say, although I avoided him as much as possible. This was why I hated small communities. Paths didn’t cross much in London, but I couldn’t stay there after what happened. My living arrangements weren’t my style, like my awful shabby Honda parked outside. This was my fresh start, but I didn’t want them seeing me as some kind of loser.

‘My good friend is Luca’s mother.’ Rosa folded her arms. ‘We visited when he came home from working in Germany. He put antivirus on my tablet.’

It started coming back to me: two old women clucking around Luca, most likely his mum and aunt. They’d looked daggers at me, as if I had designs on becoming the daughter-in-law. As if. I doubted Luca had ever intimately touched another human.

‘He is a very kind boy,’ Rosa said. ‘Good to his mother.’

I smiled and lifted up the bottle I’d bought on my way over. ‘Champagne, anyone?’

‘That’s so kind, Lydia, but let’s have this bottle first. It’s Crawford’s favourite.’ Marianne handed me the glass she’d poured. ‘He imports it from Chianti, along with some excellent cheese and olive oil.’ She raised her glass to the group. ‘New friends, old friends and la dolce vita.’

I sipped the velvety, rich wine. Apart from the old woman, this book club lark was better than I’d expected. The slam of car doors came through the open windows, and Marianne swooshed towards the hall.

Rosa and Lucy talked to each other about some boring old book, and I walked around the kitchen, running my fingers along the smooth granite countertops. So impressive. I took in the hi-tech oven, a giant fridge-freezer and a wine fridge in the kitchen island. Any moment now, a butler would appear and pour us more wine. It was that kind of place, although our formidable host had it covered.

I spotted a diary on the dresser and had a peek inside. If it showed any parties, I might wangle an invite. As I flicked through, the two murmuring voices behind me stopped. I cast a look over my shoulder. The drippy hippy stared at me, mouth agape. The old hag’s dark eyes bored into me. I snapped the diary shut and went to say something, but Marianne reappeared with Jules and another woman behind her. Emma, I assumed. Jules and I waved hello.

‘This, Lydia, is Emma,’ Marianne said. ‘Jules’s twin.’

They looked similar, but Emma was slimmer, mousier, with wavy dark blond hair compared to Jules’s layered, highlighted bob. Emma wore a Breton top and faded jeans, comfortable and mumsy. She said a shy hello and gazed lovingly at one of Marianne’s books, drawn to it as if magnetised. She picked it up and held it like a cherished artefact. Then she came to the table, holding the book to her chest as if one of us might wrench it from her. She was clearly what you might call ‘quirky’ (if you were being kind), going gaga over a book.

They launched into talking about the book they’d read, discussing the characters and gossiping as if they knew them. I zoned out and imagined owning this place. Then I caught the salty one watching me, lips puckered, so I engaged with the conversation. Marianne and Jules disagreed on something trivial.

‘But he was justified in saying that,’ Jules insisted, waving her wine glass around.

‘Even though he was proved wrong?’ Marianne leaned forward.

Who cares, I nearly said. They’re not real people. I looked at Emma instead, carefully thumbing through the book she’d brought to the table. Was she stroking its pages? Everything about her was muted, as if someone had taken a remote control and turned down her volume and brightness. She wouldn’t stand a chance against me taking her husband. I would make sure he only had eyes for me.

‘What’s your favourite book?’ I asked her in a quiet voice, and something strange happened.

Her face transformed before us, her eyes revealed as an incredible clear blue and her skin glowed with a luminous quality. She looked in the throes of a heavenly vision. The others saw it too. They stopped talking and gazed at her as if she were a piece of Marianne’s art. In that moment I could see why a man would fall for her purity. A certain type of man who liked looking after his wife. I would enchant him into looking after me instead. Game on.



Emma’s journal

The first time I went to Marianne’s, I’d never expected to share common ground with the sort of person who lived in a house like that. Our mum used to clean one similar and she’d say, ‘They’re not our sort.’ But Marianne welcomed me, and we bonded over books.

On that book club night, Rosa and Lucy were in Marianne’s vast kitchen with a gorgeous younger woman. Her shining auburn hair tumbled around her shoulders. She leaned against the counter beside a bottle of champagne and stared right at me. Jules had already told me she was thirty, so younger than the rest of us. She wore a low-cut dress and watched me with rapt fascination.

When Marianne introduced us, I smiled a hello and veered off to a novel on the dresser, avoiding her intense gaze and brimming confidence. Lydia popped the cork on the champagne. Was she celebrating? When I looked up, her gaze still lingered on me, like a portrait with eyes that follow you around the room. I sat beside Lucy and leaned in to hug her. ‘You look great,’ I said in her ear, and she gave me a squeeze.

‘Wasn’t it a powerful novel?’ Marianne poured champagne into crystal flutes. She was a wine buff and wouldn’t approve of drinking fizz after Chianti, but Lydia was hell-bent on champagne. ‘His prose works so hard.’ She lifted her copy and quoted from it. I busied myself with a goat’s cheese and cranberry tartlet. It tasted divine and melted in my mouth.

‘Goodness,’ Lydia said when Marianne finished reading aloud. ‘It sounds dreadful! Thank God I was too late to read it.’

I couldn’t help laughing. Did she really just stick a pin in Marianne’s appraisal?

‘Why’d you bring this philistine to our group?’ Marianne joked to Jules.

This’ll liven things up. Lydia tossed her hair and gave me a minxy smile, knocking back champagne as if she couldn’t care less about offending our host. She reminded me of Becky Sharp, living on her wits in Vanity Fair, magnetising men with her good looks and vivacious ways.

‘What literary sisters are you like?’ Lydia asked Jules and me.

‘That pair in My Sister, the Serial Killer,’ Marianne said.

‘I’d clean up your crime scene, sis,’ Jules said darkly, before taking a long sip of fizz.

I rolled my eyes. ‘You know I’d be clearing up your mess.’

‘True. I’ll spill the blood, and you disinfect.’

‘Who will you kill?’ Lydia asked.

‘Good question,’ Jules said. ‘And what’s your favourite?’

‘Gone Girl,’ Lydia said, quick as a flash. ‘I love the mind games. So clever.’

‘I loved it too,’ I said.

‘Did you?’ She sized me up as a kindred spirit. It wasn’t mutual, but she intrigued me. Jules must have invited her to shake things up. She always liked playing with fire.

‘I felt sorry for Amy,’ I said, ‘stuck in that marriage. But the way it panned out was genius.’

‘Absolutely. What’s your favourite?’ Lydia kept her gaze on me.

‘Rebecca.’

They all murmured their approval. Marianne placed a theatrical hand on her heart and closed her eyes to recite the first line about dreaming of Manderley.

‘Do you still fancy Maxim de Winter?’ Jules asked me, her face full of mischief. Since childhood, we’d discussed ‘book boyfriends’ like other girls lusted over boy bands.

‘Well?’ Marianne asked me.

‘He’s quite compelling,’ I said. ‘The strong, silent type who’s haunted by his past.’

Marianne snorted and raised her glass to me. ‘Amen to that. I wouldn’t kick him out of bed.’

‘How does he measure up to your husband?’ Lydia asked breezily. She leaned forward, elbows resting on the table.

‘Let’s not bring Elliot into this,’ Jules said tartly.

Lydia wrinkled her nose. ‘The second wife was a drip. She had no power.’

‘She was an innocent.’ I stuck up for the second Mrs de Winter. Quiet women needed defending. ‘Eclipsed in her own home by another woman.’

‘I love Rebecca,’ Lydia said. ‘Dead Rebecca, calling the shots from her watery grave. My kind of woman.’

‘Psychopath,’ Marianne said. ‘Amy from Gone Girl and Rebecca are psychopaths.’

‘Don’t you just love a psychopath?’ Lydia said in her honeyed voice. ‘They stop at nothing to get what they want.’





Chapter Three


Lydia

The day after meeting everyone, Jules sent me Emma’s address for the next book club. Jules had insisted they bring it forward two weeks because of people being away for the rest of the summer. It was a short book, so fortunately they’d all agreed. But I couldn’t wait two whole weeks. Desperate to meet Elliot, I sought out the Morland house on Saturday morning.

It was more of a mansion, with a smart white-painted exterior. A beautifully landscaped front garden edged the circular drive. It lacked the grandeur of Marianne’s place, but I preferred the location, overlooking a village green. I imagined standing at the big picture window, freshly brewed coffee in hand, keeping an eye on the hot young gardener who maintained the outdoor space.

A shiny red Ferrari looked amazing on the drive. The car of a successful, attractive London lawyer. A newish VW Golf lined up beside it. I pictured Elliot and me driving around town in the Ferrari. It would be our weekend car, and I’d also have a top-of-the-range SUV. Then a dog barked and punctured the dream. I hadn’t seen Elliot as a dog person – or Emma, come to think of it.

I’d wanted a snoop around first, but not with a barking dog, so I rang the bell. The dog kept on until Emma answered the door, her hair pulled up in a ponytail.

‘Oh, hello.’ She wore another mumsy top and jeans that looked like they’d been washed a thousand times.

‘Hi, Emma. How are you?’ I smiled as a large black lump of a dog with a lolling pink tongue pushed past her legs to snuffle at my paper bag from the patisserie.

‘Fine.’ She touched her scrappy ponytail with her fingertips. ‘I was doing some housework.’

‘I thought I’d check where you live so I’m prepared for the next book club.’ It sounded lame, and the dog didn’t help by trying to push its big snout into the bag. ‘And I’ll take you up on your offer to borrow that book. Not the book club book. The other one.’

Emma paused and frowned. ‘Fingersmith?’

‘Yes, Fingersmith.’ Whatever. I’d no intention of reading it. I would find an online review and wing it. ‘And I bought NYC cookies.’ I tried to hold up the bag, but the dog clawed at my dress. Emma didn’t seem to notice, and I wondered if I could nudge it away with the tip of my shoe.

‘What are NYC cookies?’ She stood back and I entered the pristine hall with its expanse of shiny white floor tiles.

I followed her through to the kitchen. ‘They’re big and deliciously soft in the middle. I got five in case your family are around. Since it’s coffee time.’

‘The girls are upstairs.’

The designer kitchen had bifold doors to the garden. Everything shone, from the glossy white ceramic countertops and top-end chrome appliances to the polished white floor. The house was spacious and contemporary with a pared-back style. Surprising, really. I’d expected a bohemian Home Counties vibe with twinkly lights and fair-trade pottery cluttering up the place.

‘Beautiful house,’ I cooed. ‘Lived here long?’

‘We bought it about ten years ago.’

We bought it. He had a few bob then. I would check the value back home, but it must be worth over two million quid.

I clocked the holiday photo on the wall of Elliot, Emma and their two gorgeous daughters, sunny smiles all round. The girls’ flaxen hair shone in matching French plaits, friendship bands on their tanned wrists. Elliot looked effortlessly cool. It was all quite sickening, until I thought of him taking me on an exotic holiday. I looked fabulous in a sun hat and designer shades.

‘Is this your husband? He looks nice.’

She smiled modestly. But Christ, he was killingly gorgeous. I’d seen his photo on the law firm’s website, but he looked even hotter with the family in tow. Perhaps it was some primal allure of him as the provider. Poor guy, shackled to drab Emma. He deserved someone in a different league.

She’d never appreciate a red-blooded man. She was more interested in books than real life. Some effort wouldn’t kill her. What did she do all day? She must have been pretty at one time, attractive enough to win Elliot in the first place, but she didn’t seem to care about keeping her husband. I wanted to shake her until her brain rattled, then slap her dopey face for sleepwalking through her charmed life. She took all this for granted when it should be mine.

The dog nudged my hand for attention.

‘He loves everyone, don’t you, Barney?’ Emma said.

When she looked away, I wiped the slobber from my hand. Why did people have dogs? She would have to take it with her when she went. ‘What make is he?’

‘A Labrador. They’re a great breed for families. Easy-going.’ She put the kettle on.

I wanted to ask why she didn’t use the expensive-looking coffee machine, but I asked to use the loo instead. She pointed me to a closed door off the hall. I counted on her busying herself with the coffee so I could snoop in the room opposite, having glimpsed a bureau on the way past. I went and checked for paperwork. You never know what you might find.

‘What are you doing?’ Emma’s voice came from behind me.

I spun around. ‘Silly me,’ I trilled, looking out of the large bay window. ‘I went through the wrong door. You must love this view.’

‘Coffee’s ready.’ She took a step back for me to follow her out, then closed the door behind me. Worth a try.

‘Any plans for today?’ I sat on one of the black stools lined up alongside the kitchen island.

‘Elliot’s out cycling. He’s based in Kensington. He works long hours and likes a bike ride at the weekend. He won’t be back till later.’

Shit. I’d missed him. ‘Wow, cycling! He looks fit from the photo.’

‘He’s always had loads of energy.’ She smiled. ‘Right from when we met at uni. The other boys lolled around and drank a lot, but Elliot had this urgency to get on and make things happen. Still has.’

Perfect. So did I. ‘Ah, so you’ve been together all that time?’

Her face took on a faraway look of enchantment. She must have still adored him, and why wouldn’t she adore a gorgeous man who funded all this? She stared off into the distance, as if in her own private rapture.

‘How long have you been together?’ I asked with more emphasis.

She returned from memory lane, momentarily surprised to see me there. She shook her head as if shaking herself alert. Weirdo.

‘Over twenty years.’

‘Shame I didn’t get to say hello to him.’

‘You’ll probably meet him at book club.’

I’m counting on it.



Emma’s journal

After everything that’s happened, it’s weirdly satisfying to write the story of Lydia’s exploits and the conversations as I remember them. Now back to the star of the show, who acted like she was dying to befriend me.


Hi Emma, coffee was fun! Let’s meet up again. Lydia xx



I frowned at her text message and tapped out a quick excuse. Her reply came through seconds later.


Please let’s meet up. I hardly know anyone here and you’ve been so
welcoming. I’m loving Fingersmith! Can’t wait to discuss it. xx



I’d always been an ‘opposites attract’ person, maybe from growing up with Jules, my strident twin. That’s why I fell for Elliot and his confidence, compensating for my lack of it. People like Lydia fascinated me, the way she breezed in, firing off put-downs without bothering to read the room.

She was too intense for me alone, but Jules promised to join us. We agreed to meet after I’d been to the primary school, where I volunteered for Reading Hour every Tuesday. When I left the classroom, Jules texted to say she couldn’t make it. Before I could suggest cancelling, Lydia jumped in.


Boo! But I’ll have fun with Emma. Em, my phone’s nearly out of juice,
so I’ll see you at 5 xx



I gritted my teeth, already regretting it. I nipped home first and stepped over the twins’ bags and shoes dumped inside the door.

‘Girls, move your stuff!’ I called into the void.

They’d made tuna melts, leaving the open can on the kitchen worktop. Flies circled around discarded kiwi-fruit peelings that lay mouldering beside the Nutribullet. Their smoothies had turned the kitchen island into a sticky mess. I cornered them in the living room, hunched over their phones.

‘You can’t keep leaving the place in a mess.’

‘Huh?’ Isabella looked up.

‘We’ve agreed that you clear up your mess.’

‘What mess?’

‘In the kitchen. Do I need to show you the state of it?’

They exchanged bored looks.

‘We all live in this house, so we all do our bit to keep it nice.’

‘Dad doesn’t keep it nice,’ Isabella said.

‘Dad pays the bills. He works long hours to provide for us.’

‘Not being funny, Mum, but most people don’t clean like you. You should see Indigo’s house. It’s a right tip.’

‘Her mum’s like, an artist?’ Chloe said.

‘When you have your own homes, you can keep them how you want. Until then, you’ll be considerate.’

‘Yeah, but it literally doesn’t matter in the scheme of things,’ Isabella kept on.

‘It’s not like, super important?’ Chloe said.

‘We’re a family. We pull together and show respect. I’m going to Grandma’s when she has her operation, and you two will look after Barney and clear up after yourselves.’

‘Why should the female do the cleaning anyway?’ Isabella said.

A part of me liked them outspoken, or Isabella at least, who spoke up for them both. She’d always been the dominant one, racing ahead, the first down the slide. When she was five or six, I’d asked her to put her toys in the toy box. She threw her little arms in the air, gave me a pained expression and said, ‘Seriously, you don’t know the kind of pressure I’m under.’ I laughed at the time, but I knew who she’d got it from. Chloe was like me, her voice soft and fluttering with uncertainty. A vivid red rash of anxiety spread over her throat and chest during stressful times.

‘If you were boys, we’d have the same conversation. It’s not about the female cleaning up after the man. It’s the way we do it in this family because your dad earns enough that I stay home and look after everyone.’

It was tricky when I told them girls had the same opportunities as boys, yet they saw me clearing up after Elliot, who avoided the dross. He turned up for school plays and parents’ evenings looking for all the world like a hands-on dad. Jules called him a Disney dad, showing up on cue for the milestones and magic moments.

‘Look, it’s fine. Relax, okay?’ Isabella said.

‘If you want to be independent, you can look after yourselves. Starting now. I’m meeting a friend and you two are cleaning the kitchen and walking Barney.’

They stared at me, and I walked out.

Minutes later, I parked near Esher High Street. My phone buzzed with a text.


I’m in the wine bar next to the coffee shop. L xx



I tutted at the venue change. I’d only wanted chai tea, not a drinking session. When I walked in she hugged me like an old friend. A bottle of wine chilled in an ice bucket, two long-stem glasses on the table.

‘The house white is yummy. It’s half price for happy hour.’ She sat back at the little round table for two. ‘We deserve a treat.’

I caved and she poured me a small glass. She reminded me again of Becky Sharp exploiting her aloneness to get ahead in Vanity Fair.

‘To friendship.’ She smiled and tapped her glass against mine. ‘I’m so pleased I found you. It’s good to meet such a great bunch of women at book club. Especially you.’

Did she know that the others didn’t like her?

‘And how are you really?’ she cooed, touching my arm. ‘You looked stressed when you came through the door. I thought, Here’s a woman in need of a drink.’

I told her about the girls making a mess. ‘Sometimes I fantasise about taking off and leaving them all to it. But I doubt the twins would manage, and they’d all forget to feed the dog. Chloe has anxiety, which Elliot just doesn’t get.’

‘Anxiety about what?’

‘The environment, social inequality…’

‘Is she political?’

‘No. She’s seventeen. She wants a kinder world.’

I didn’t mention the knives, and how deep Chloe’s anxiety went. She didn’t trust herself around knives and scissors in case she stabbed someone on impulse. The experts called it an obsessive thought pattern that took hold in her anxious mind. We banished the knife block to a kitchen cupboard and then introduced the knives back slowly. She had it under control, not that we thought for a moment she would stab anyone. It was ridiculous to think our gentle, kind-hearted child could ever be capable of such a thing.

‘She can’t change the world, but she can focus on making a difference,’ Lydia said. ‘Like volunteering or a career to fit her caring ethos. Then she’ll feel in control.’

I finished my wine. Maybe Lydia wasn’t so frivolous after all.

‘Don’t mind me.’ She topped up my glass. ‘I’m reading The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.’

‘Oh. I never read business books.’

‘If you’re going to stick your nose in a book, it’s worth choosing one that will help you in the real world.’

Growing up, people said I always had my nose stuck in a book. Not that I cared when I went to my second home in Narnia or ran off with orphaned Mary into The Secret Garden, unlocking the mystery—

‘Emma?’

For a moment, I was in the garden, surrounded by cool Yorkshire air, led by a bird to unearth the tarnished key in the damp soil.

‘Are you okay?’

I pulled myself back. I must stop taking my mind someplace else when other people were around. I slipped so easily into fictional worlds. They suited me better than the real one.

‘I said it’s a useful book. It helps in your personal life too. It’s about taking responsibility for what you want instead of putting up with what doesn’t suit you.’

‘I’ll look it up.’ She made everything engaging, even a business book, not that I modelled myself on highly effective people. ‘Where are you from?’

‘Cheltenham. Great place, but I haven’t lived there in a while.’

‘And what brings you to Surrey?’

‘Thought I’d try it when I came back from Dubai. My boss is based in Guildford, so we meet for strategy meetings every week.’

‘You seem more of a London person to me.’ I still tried to pinpoint who she actually was. She’s got more front than Blackpool, my mum would say.

‘I’ll get more for my money here, property-wise. I’ve a contact who I’m staying with—’

‘Luca.’ Rosa had said she knew Lydia’s flatmate, landlord, whatever.

‘It’s temporary until I decide where to live.’

A man and woman in business suits walked past us to the bar. Lydia’s shrewd gaze took them in, judging them in some way. She’d assessed me in the same way at book club. They looked like colleagues stopping off for a quick drink after a meeting. I missed that, unwinding with a drink after work, defined by something other than being Elliot’s wife, the twins’ mum.

‘Do you think they’re shagging?’ Lydia nodded to the couple.

‘Um… they look like colleagues.’

‘Good-looking guy. I wouldn’t say no. What do you think?’

I laughed.

‘I know you’re married, but no harm in looking.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Are you and Marianne close friends?’

‘We’re friendly, yes.’

‘I thought she was pushing it at book club.’

‘In what way?’

‘Going on about Jane Eyre’s unethical wealth from colonial wrongdoing. Seriously? Wasn’t Marianne’s husband an investment banker?’ She leaned closer, mischief playing on her face. ‘Were his investments ethical? Are her diamonds conflict-free?’

I snickered into my nearly empty wine glass. She had a point. Not that I’d slag off Marianne. Lydia’s playfulness was one thing, but her sly digs grated on me.

‘And you, you dark horse! Having a thing for Max de Winter.’ She smiled impishly over her wine glass.

It must be fun to speak your mind and live on your own terms, like Rebecca de Winter, whom Lydia admired. Rebecca didn’t let any man dictate to her, least of all her husband. People who did what they liked fascinated me, as if I hoped their boldness would rub off onto me. Perhaps the second Mrs de Winter was the same, until she found out the truth.

‘Jules was having a laugh,’ I said.

‘You’re like Max’s wife.’

‘Mousey, you mean?’

‘No! Bless you. You’re good-natured and quiet.’ She sounded so genuine, I could almost believe the compliment.

‘She’s the odd one out in her own home,’ I said.

‘What about you?’ She leaned on the table, resting her chin on her clasped hands. ‘Are you the odd one out?’

‘It was a throwaway comment.’

‘Did you work before you had kids?’

‘I worked in London.’

‘Oh, wonderful. You should totally get back into it, now your kids are older. What’s stopping you?’

I toyed with the stem of my wine glass and something stirred inside me, an urge to do more with my life.

‘A friend of mine took time out,’ Lydia said, her voice creamy-smooth. ‘She spent so long facilitating her family’s life, she forgot how to have one of her own. I think she’d lost confidence.’

I thought of Elliot and all he’d achieved. I’d wanted to be there for the twins when they were little, but organising everyone’s lives became my default role. Meanwhile, his career path soared. ‘I’ve been out of the jobs market a while. Longer than I’d intended.’

‘So, what’s next for Emma?’ she asked.

‘I’d like a job again. Some independence.’ I eyed the woman at the bar.

‘You can totally do it. Have faith in yourself.’ She beamed her encouragement. It was easy to be swept up by her breezy nature. ‘It’s good for us to have our own careers, not just for the money, but for respect.’

I sometimes scanned through job ads and imagined myself with a career.
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