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      Everything changes in an instant.

      People stop what they are doing, stop typing on their keyboards, stop their phone conversations mid-sentence. Everybody looks at each other, eyes wide and afraid – deer caught in headlights. The silence is overwhelming, everybody waiting for somebody brave enough to break it. We all know that something terrible has happened, but until somebody vocalises that, we stay in this strange limbo between normality and tragedy.

      ‘Did anybody see that?’ one of the secretaries whispers, her gaze fixed towards the tall windows surrounding us.

      ‘What was it?’ another asks.

      ‘Was it a bird?’

      We all know it wasn’t a bird.

      We go from silence to a tsunami of questions. A shriek pierces the chorus of worried voices. Everyone’s attention turns to Alexa’s office and a few of us hurry towards her to see why she’s screaming. Others hang back, their fear rooting them to the spot.

      There’s a crimson streak down the glass, inches away from Alexa’s peroxide-blonde ponytail.

      ‘What was it, Alexa?’ Stephen, one of the partners, asks, summoned from the other side of the floor by her scream.

      ‘I don’t know…something fell and it hit my window. I…I…was in the middle of a conference call so I didn’t get a proper look,’ she says, her headset draped around her shoulders.

      It’s not like Alexa to be lost for words. The red power suit she’s wearing isn’t living up to its reputation. She continues to stare out of the window, hypnotised by whatever she saw.

      Stephen walks towards the window – sensing the rising hysteria, he’s trying to take charge, asserting his male dominance. Nothing unusual about that – Stephen always has to be in control. It’s why he’s a nightmare to work with. His micromanagement is so bad it’s enough to bring any associate to tears.

      ‘Oh my God,’ he says, clasping his hands to his mouth as he peers at the ground below. Stephen is not an emotional person, so whatever it is must be enough to turn stomachs. The crowd murmurs behind me. It takes a lot to rattle me, but I can feel the nervous energy swarming around me, closing in, suffocating.

      ‘What? What is it?’ somebody shouts from the impatient mob of spectators circling Alexa’s office, desperate to get a glimpse of what is going on outside.

      ‘Somebody is on the ground outside.’ Stephen rushes from the office. ‘Please return to your desks and go back to work. I need to find David.’

      David Atkins, the firm’s managing partner. Stephen may like to think he’s in charge, but just like the rest of us he’s still at the beck and call of David.

      A herd moves forward towards Alexa’s window, while the rest of us hurry towards the lifts, ignoring Stephen’s request that we return to our desks – as if anybody would after what he told us. I follow the crowd, but I’m smart enough to know that we aren’t all going to fit in the first lift. I take the door to the right and instead rush down the stairs. We’re on the tenth floor, but I bet I can still make it to the ground quicker than those waiting. I owe it to the occasional Barry’s Bootcamp class for being able to descend the stairs at pace.

      I remove my heels so I can hurdle the steps without worrying about tripping and breaking my neck.  My breathing is laboured, the combination of adrenaline and winding stairs making me dizzy and disorientated. Maybe just the occasional class isn’t enough to keep me fit.

      I finally get to the reception and stop briefly to catch my breath. The usually attentive receptionists have left their desks, phones abandoned. A noisy mass has gathered outside the building, and  there are blue and red lights reflected in the glass. The emergency services are here.

      The lift opens and people spill out, all unsure how to approach the situation, whether to join everyone outside or hang back.

      ‘Cass, do you know what’s going on?’ Nat says, spotting me as she leaves the lift.

      Nat, not just the person I share an office with, but also my best friend. It feels like we’ve almost grown up together, meeting in our early twenties and starting at Carrey & Watson together, so full of life and inexperience, transitioning to being in our early thirties, slightly more experienced and with far less optimism. She starts biting at her cuticles – her worst habit.

      ‘No…I just…got down here.’ My voice is broken as I try to catch my breath.

      ‘Somebody was saying they think one of the window cleaners fell when cleaning the higher floors.’

      ‘Oh, God. That’s terrible.’

      ‘Should we go outside?’ Nat dances around on the spot, moving her weight from one foot to another, making her look as if she’s about to wet herself.

      I nod and walk towards the revolving glass doors. Nat follows closely behind.

      As soon as we leave the building, the noise intensifies. London is always loud but this is something else. There are sirens blaring, men and women yelling. There’s an ambulance nearby, uniformed officers ordering everybody to ‘stay back’. Traffic has been stopped, and there’s a woman unravelling blue and white police tape as she starts to cordon off the area.

      ‘I need you all to take a step back, please. Let the emergency services do their job,’ she says, trying to be heard over the mayhem. Half of our office must be outside.  Jo from accounts, Ella from the property team. Greg from HR.

      ‘Stay back!’ she shouts again to the uncooperative mass.

      People start to listen, slowly shuffling back. The men in front of me leave a gap between their bodies, a space just wide enough for me to see what everybody is looking at. I take this chance to squeeze in and get a better look – admittedly I’ve never been the best at following instructions.

      On the pavement lies a woman. Her legs have bent the wrong way and her arms are splayed out. Blood trails from her temple, leaving a red puddle surrounding her head like a morbid halo. Her eyes are vacant. She’s still.

      She’s wearing a fitted grey dress with a black cardigan over the top. I can see the gold buttons gleaming in the afternoon sun from here. Chanel, of course. Her feet are bare, but I notice her stilettos are nearby on the ground. Her once nude Valentinos are covered in blood. Her once tidy hair is now matted.

      She had been wearing that same outfit when I saw her this morning. I remember she was rushing around the office. She was stressed, even more than usual. Something was off with her. I asked her what was wrong but she brushed me off like a piece of dirt on her shoe, which wasn’t like her; she always made time for me.  I remember the way she jumped when I touched her shoulder, as if she thought I was someone else.

      And now, here she lies. Sara O’Neil.

      Dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      My colleague’s face is plastered across the front page of the newspaper that the man across from me on the Jubilee line is reading. I can’t help but notice that his shirt is crinkled. He’s put it on without ironing it properly. I get my work outfits dry-cleaned weekly. It’s unprofessional to turn up to the office with creases.

      Colleague is the wrong term for Sara. Sara was always more to me than just somebody I worked with. She was a mentor, a friend, and there aren’t many of those in the legal industry. People are too quick to tear others down just to get ahead, but Sara wasn’t like that; she wanted to help people. When I joined the firm as a naïve twenty-two-year-old trainee solicitor, she was my mentor to help me through my training contract. The mentorship was part of an official programme the firm organised, but Sara continued mentoring me long beyond that period. We didn’t only talk about work, we used to confide in each other. She always knew the right thing to say.

      Sara’s photo stares back at me. The headline: YOUNG SOLICITOR FALLS FROM ELITE CITY FIRM ROOFTOP. It’s only when I look at the photo more carefully that I realise it can’t have been recent. Sara looks too relaxed, with a slightly rounder face and a wider smile that causes the corner of her eyes to wrinkle. It wouldn’t surprise me if that photo was taken before she came to Carrey & Watson.

      The man opposite gets off at the next stop, abandoning the newspaper on the seat he vacates. I grab it. I look at the photo of Sara again. I’ve seen her so many times, sat across from her desk, but it’s only now that I understand how beautiful Sara is. Was.

      The article has today’s date.

      
        
        YOUNG SOLICITOR FALLS FROM ELITE CITY FIRM ROOFTOP

        

        3rd October 2023

        

        Sara O’Neil, 34, a resident of Putney, London,  fell to her death yesterday from the rooftop of prestigious firm, Carrey & Watson, to the horror of onlookers. The firm is located near Liverpool Street, which was in chaos yesterday following the accident. An ambulance was called immediately by members of the public, but O’Neil was pronounced dead at the scene.

        The Oxford graduate was a junior partner at the firm, which boasts a profit per equity partner of £1.2 million and has 11 offices across Europe and America.

        Carrey & Watson’s managing partner, David Atkins, paid tribute to the young rising star:

        ‘Sara was an ambitious, intelligent lawyer. Everybody who knew her is shocked by yesterday’s terrible accident. We offer our deepest sympathy to her family and friends at this difficult time.’

        Those close to the victim, however, believe that Sara’s death is another fatality in a series of suicides by young City professionals under intense pressure. Mental-health charity MindWell has reported a 20% rise this year in the number of suicide attempts among affluent 25-34-year-olds in London, describing it as an epidemic.

      

      

      I scoff at the insincerity of David’s statement. The firm had no sympathy for her or her family when she was forced to miss her aunt’s funeral because a client wanted to complete a transaction on the same day. There was no sympathy when her fiancé ended their seven-year relationship because she was spending too much time in the office, and there was definitely no sympathy when she wanted to take time off due to a kidney infection. She was made to work through it all. She tried not to show how badly it affected her, she shrugged it off and said it was all part of the job, but I knew she was lying. I knew by the way she kept wearing her engagement ring for six months after the relationship ended, constantly fidgeting with it and twisting it on her finger. When she finally removed it, I would catch her trying to play with the ring only to remember that her finger was naked.

      After she died yesterday, we all felt guilty. Nobody had noticed she wasn’t at her desk. Nobody had noticed that she’d gone up to the roof terrace despite summer being long gone. I’d just finished a two-hour conference call when the commotion started. Everybody else had a similar excuse. They say lawyers are cold-hearted, callous and uncaring. We certainly lived up to our reputation yesterday.

      I wonder if the rumours could be true – if she jumped. I don’t see how it could have been an accident – the barriers are too high – but then when I mentioned that to Nat she said they’d been doing some construction work on the roof terrace and part of it had involved rebuilding the barriers to make sure they were secure. Apparently we’d been sent an email that the roof terrace was out of bounds. I must have missed it.

      Even then, surely she couldn’t have accidentally fallen – which means she might have jumped? That’s what people have been suggesting. I don’t agree. There were no signs that anything was wrong, but then nobody likes to admit they can’t cope; it’s seen as a failure. I know she used to hide her emotions. Of course she was stressed, but so is everybody these days. Sara was one of the youngest partners ever at Carrey & Watson. She had everything aspiring lawyers dream of. Everything I want.

      I try to think of the last time I had a meaningful conversation with her. I saw her yesterday but she wasn’t herself, she was on edge and clearly not in the mood to talk. I’d clocked that she’d been distant for a while, cancelling our monthly catch-ups at the Ned. When I was a trainee we used to have monthly lunches at the fancy members’ club, paid for by the firm. They were intended to be a chance for us to talk about work without worrying about being overheard in the office. They remained a tradition of ours, which eventually we turned into a lunch followed by a massage. Now I think about it, Sara cancelled the last two with no explanation. I put it down to her being busy at work so never bothered to ask why. Maybe that was a mistake.

      I bumped into her last week, coming out of the ladies’ toilets. She’d been crying. Sadly, crying isn’t unusual at Carrey & Watson. I’ll never forget the talk we had at a department meeting once, telling us that if we must cry, we should do it behind closed doors because it’s unprofessional to cry in public. They’d found a poor trainee – the most junior of lawyers – crying at their desk. Safe to say, that trainee solicitor left the firm not long after. I’d never seen Sara cry before, not in the ten years we’d known each other. I should’ve asked her what was going on.

      Nobody at the firm actually cares if we’re stressed or struggling mentally, as long as we keep up the pretence of being fine. We get all the lip service from HR – the mental-health awareness week, the free yoga classes that everybody is too busy to attend, the occasional complementary fruit basket – like a free banana is going to make me feel better about never leaving the office before 10 p.m.

      The police came into the office after Sara’s death, asking questions. They wanted to know why she was on the roof terrace. Nobody knew anything. There’s no CCTV anywhere in the firm, which the police weren’t impressed with. Our clients’ confidentiality is the most important thing to us and so we don’t have any cameras in the place. There’s CCTV in the reception area, but apparently there’d been a malfunction and it wasn’t working – some would say that’s convenient. But security has never really been an issue – all the doors are locked. You need a key card to enter and only employees have those.

      I toss the newspaper behind me onto the back of the seat. I can’t look at Sara’s face anymore. It’s too painful.
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        * * *

      

      The tube arrives at London Bridge underground station and I stroll into the office. On the tenth floor, I scan my key card and slump into my desk chair. I’m one of the first people here; it’s 7 a.m., but I’m trying to get as much face time as possible to impress the partners. Soon decisions will be made about who should be promoted to partner and only the very best will be invited to join the ranks of the elite.

      Making partner is the pinnacle of any lawyer’s career. Each year, the firm will promote only a handful of its associates. Those at the top get a share of the profits so it’s a lucrative role. Firms like Carrey & Watson have an ‘up or out’ policy, meaning if you get to a certain level of experience and haven’t been promoted, you have to leave. I’m at the level where I’m a prime candidate for partner, but I know what happens if I get passed over too many times.

      There used to be a senior associate in the office next to mine, Grace Turner. She had a couple of years more experience than me. She kept trying for partner but got knocked down for one reason or another. It never made sense to me – she was more experienced, and in my opinion a better lawyer, than all the people they promoted over her. Last year, they chose to promote a male senior associate in our department instead of Grace. He was three years junior to her and didn’t work anywhere near as many hours – he always used to leave early to go to the pub or to play football. It showed Grace exactly what the firm thought of her hard work. After that she left. I don’t know where she is now but I hope she’s being treated better than she was here.

      I remember walking in on her packing her things that last day. She confided in me that somebody had mentioned to her that she wasn’t going to make partner because she wasn’t serious enough about her career. The reason they gave for that excuse? Because she’d dared to go on maternity leave four years ago when she had her first and only child.

      I kick off my trainers and place blister plasters on the back of my heels where the stilettos I wore yesterday have cut my feet. I’ve yet to find a pair of designer shoes that don’t make my feet feel like they are constantly being stabbed with tiny needles. I was wearing a brand-new pair of heels and I should’ve worn them in before wearing them to the office, but I was too excited to show them off – they were new season and hard to get hold of. I pull on the black Louboutins I keep under my desk. I’ve had these for a few months, but they still pinch my toes. I’ll need to replace them soon because the red sole is so badly scratched. You can only get them repaired in Paris. Maybe Nat and I should make a weekend trip.

      I open Outlook and a flurry of emails bombard the screen, new ones coming in rapidly. I can’t keep up. I checked my work phone at 1 a.m. and again at 6 a.m., but during my commute I’ve amassed several more, all claiming to be urgent with big red exclamation marks demanding my attention. I make a to-do list before I head to the staff kitchen to make my first coffee of the day.

      ‘Morning, Cassandra,’ Hugo says.

      He’s one of the partners in my team. He’s been at the firm for over a decade and almost has more years of experience than I’ve been alive. His grey hair is virtually non-existent and the lines on his face are deep-set. I need to impress him, though; he will have serious influence over who gets promoted to partner.

      ‘Morning.’ I smile, trying to appear happier than I feel, but I worry the bags under my eyes betray me. I only got four hours of sleep last night.

      ‘Good to see you putting in the hours, Cassandra. You’ve been spending a lot of time in the office and it’s not going unnoticed. Keep up the good work.’

      He walks off, coffee in hand, before turning back. ‘But obviously, be careful. We don’t want another...incident.’

      Whatever word they choose to use to describe what happened to Sara, for the next few weeks, the firm will make a big deal of mental health and stress, to avoid being crucified in the press. They’ll tell us not to work through lunch and to have eight hours of sleep a night, but that won’t last long. The clients’ demands come before our health, our family and our friends. When the salary is this good the price is your life.

      I sit down at my desk, ready for a day of staring at the screen, when the phone rings, shocking me out of my autopilot trance.

      ‘Cassandra Harlow, Carrey & Watson.’

      ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

      ‘Stephen?’

      He must not be in the office yet.

      ‘Where are your comments on the Heads of Terms for the Project Windmill deal? I told you I wanted them first thing this morning.’

      All our deals have weird code names – it’s so we can talk about them freely without worrying about being overheard and breaching confidentiality.

      ‘Sorry, Stephen, remind me, when did you send them?’

      ‘Last night sometime. Check your inbox.’

      I already know that no such email exists but I check anyway  just to be sure. Stephen hasn’t sent me anything.

      ‘Sorry, I can’t seem to find them, do you mind sending them again?’

      I can’t call him out for forgetting – the thing about men like Stephen is that they don’t like being told when they’ve made a mistake. I called him out once and he screamed in my face about disrespecting him so I’ve never repeated my transgression.

      ‘Fine.’ I hear his impatience through the phone speaker. ‘I’m sending them now. I’ll be in the office in an hour. Those amendments better be on my desk by the time I’m in.’

      ‘Sure, I’ll do it now.’

      The line goes dead. Not even a thank you. I had other work to do this morning, but I’m going to have to push it back to concentrate on this. I can’t risk Stephen bad-mouthing me to the other partners. I’ll never make it if he isn’t in my corner.

      Stephen’s email comes through and I open up the documents. I’m going to have to work quickly to get this done before he gets in. I unplug my laptop. I’m going to shut myself in one of the meeting rooms so nobody disturbs me.

      My secretary Rita is settling in as I leave my office. She’s only been here for a couple of months but she’s far better than my previous secretary, who always turned up late and would constantly forget to do the things I asked. She’s very warm and friendly. I don’t think she has children, based on our conversations, but she has that ‘mum’ look. She’s always in long, flowing dresses with floral or check patterns with a different coloured cardigan each day.

      ‘Rita, I’ll be in a meeting room for the next few hours. If anybody comes looking for me tell them I’m busy and can’t be disturbed.’

      ‘Sure thing, Cass. Did you hear, by the way? About Sara? Apparently the police found a note.’

      Secretaries always know things before anyone else. They know things about some of the partners in this firm that even their own families don’t know. Rita was Sara’s secretary, as well as working for me and Nat. I squeeze her arm gently, ‘I hadn’t heard. Are you okay? Do you need a personal day?’

      ‘No, it’s fine. I just can’t imagine what her poor family are going through. Do you really think she jumped?’

      ‘I…I don’t know. I guess we will have to wait and see.’ It’s hard to know how to answer the question when it’s all I’ve been asking myself. I know Sara had been distant lately, but I still can’t believe she’d jump, especially not like that. Sara was an introvert for the most part, she would never do something so public.

      I settle down in the meeting room with thoughts still spinning in my head. The doors have frosted glass, but there’s a tall window with a view of the city of London. I can’t help but wonder if this view was the last thing that Sara saw before she went over the edge.

      But what made her do it?
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      The reformer Pilates studio is painted completely white, with potted plants dotted around the room. Calming music plays from the speakers as the class settles into a deep lunge for an end of class stretch.

      ‘I wasn’t sure you’d make it this morning. You shut yourself away in that meeting room yesterday and I barely saw you,’ Nat says, as she rolls the reformer carriage into an even deeper stretch.

      ‘I did think about cancelling but I’m glad I didn’t. This has been good. It’s helped me take my mind off things.’

      ‘What’s wrong? I assume it’s about Sara?’

      ‘Okay, gently roll your carriage forward and switch legs,’ the instructor says, her voice soft and serene.

      ‘I just can’t believe she’s gone. She was always around when I needed somebody to talk to, especially when I was stressed about work, and I feel like I’ve failed her because she was clearly struggling and I did nothing to help her.’

      ‘Don’t say that.  You can’t blame yourself. Everyone knows how good we all are at hiding our scars.’

      ‘Step off the reformer and gently fold over the body, letting the head fall heavy,’ the instructor continues, ‘Stay here for just a few moments, enjoying that hamstring stretch, and then slowly, vertebra by vertebra, roll yourself up to standing. Great class, everyone, see you all next time.’

      I wipe down the reformer and grab my shoes from underneath the bench before leaving. It’s still dark outside; the dusky autumnal mornings have settled in.

      ‘Do you want to get a coffee or do you need to rush off?’ Nat asks.

      ‘I can get a quick coffee.’ Usually I’d rush to the office to make sure I’m dressed and ready for 8 a.m. but I really need to keep talking with Nat about Sara. With Sara gone, she’s the only one I have to confide in. She’s the only real friend I have at work. My only real friend in general these days.

      We dip into the Starbucks and order. While we wait for our coffees Nat complains about how stiff her back has been getting and starts talking about whether she should ask the firm for a standing desk.

      ‘You’re awfully quiet. Everything ok?’

      ‘Can I ask you something, Nat? I’m sorry to change the topic, I don’t know if this is triggering, but do you remember that girl who overdosed when you were at university?’

      ‘Of course I remember Abbie. Why?’ I know Nat finds it difficult talking about this but she might be the only person who understands how I feel. Abbie died on the August bank holiday, so every year Nat does some kind of fundraising event to raise money for a charity set up for parents who have lost children to drug overdoses. This year she put on a trivia night for the firm to raise money.

      ‘Well, you blamed yourself for her death, didn’t you?’

      ‘Ah, I understand now. You want to know how I dealt with it because you are blaming yourself for Sara’s death.’

      I shift uncomfortably in my seat, having been called out by Nat; I guess I wasn’t being as subtle as I thought. I hear our names being called from the counter and pick up the coffees. There’s an awkward silence as I return and wait for Nat to say something else. She grabs her drink from my hand and takes a sip before she speaks.

      ‘You know, I blamed myself for years. I think it’s partly why I don’t drink anymore and I definitely won’t touch drugs. It’s been so long now that it has gotten easier but I still think about her all the time. It’s silly things. Sometimes I wonder what type of job she would be doing now. She was doing a law degree too so maybe she’d be working with us…’ Her voice trails off. ‘Anyway, it gets easier. And our situations aren’t the same and you know that. You weren’t anywhere near Sara when she died.’

      I know she’s right and that I’m being irrational. I know that I couldn’t have done anything differently but it doesn’t make me feel any better.

      ‘Anyway, shall we get going?’ Nat motions to leave and I worry I’ve hit a nerve until I check the time and see how late it is. I grab my stuff and head to the tube.

      Work drags until lunch. Meetings and calls followed by reviewing documents and marking them up. I check my billing clock regularly to see if I’m on track to bill at least eight hours today. Seven is the bare minimum they expect from us, our ‘target’, but nobody ever made partner by doing the bare minimum. The last few months, I haven’t been leaving the office until I’ve done ten chargeable hours. That is, hours I’ve billed to various clients of the firm, based on my hourly rate. I’ve eaten dinner at my desk every day. The firm allows us to order free dinner from Deliveroo if we work past 8 p.m. It's a small silver lining. Most days I eat all my meals sat in this same spot, staring at the documents on my screen. My stomach rumbles.

      ‘I can squeeze in a quick twenty-minute lunch if you fancy it?’ I glance over at Nat.

      ‘Where do you want to go?’

      ‘The Pret on the corner? Can grab a salad. Something quick.’

      It’s boring and lacks imagination, but it’s easy. She nods and we leave the office. We never have time to stray far for lunch, except on those rare occasions when we take clients out. That’s the only permitted reason to be away from your desk for more than a half hour. The road outside the office has reopened, the pavement cleaned up as if nothing happened.  Only the roof terrace remains off-limits – not that I’d want to go up there, but some people have a weird fascination with these things. We had an email about it.

      
        
        David Atkins <d.atkins@carrey&watson.com>

        4th October 2023 08:21

        Re: Sara O’Neil

      

      

      
        
        All,

        I’m sure, like me, you are all saddened by the news this week. Sara’s family have organised a Just Giving page in her memory with all proceeds going to MindWell, a mental-health charity in West London. Any donations to the page will be matched by the firm so please give generously. The family are organising her funeral to take place in her hometown of Worcester. Anybody from the firm who wishes to attend should email myself, and I will pass  on the details.

        I’m sure there will be lots of questions, but for now please be assured that the management team is co-operating with police inquiries. We have been made aware that journalists may be targeting some of our staff and we remind you that the firm’s policy is to answer ‘no comment’  to any questions and, if appropriate, refer them to myself or Jane Thomas, our communications officer.

        Due to the ongoing investigation, the roof terrace remains out of bounds for all members of staff.

        

        Kind regards,

        David

      

      

      Naming the charity is the closest the firm will get to acknowledging that Sara’s death was suicide. It seems to be universally acknowledged now that it wasn’t an accident. Rumours have been swirling and it’s all anybody can talk about. The London News is running a takedown article on the firm, for their failure to prevent burn-out and protect their employees’ mental health. The partners are in damage-control mode. Twice today they’ve asked me how I’m coping. Apparently, the firm is thinking of hiring an on-site therapist. Along with our on-site hairdresser and doctor, the firm has another reason for us never to leave the office.

      I’ve been here ten years and none of the partners have ever asked me how I am. Not even when Stephen walked in on me in floods of tears at 2 a.m. over a mistake I’d found in a Share Purchase Agreement that was going to cost our client an extra £300,000. He’d told me to fix it and walked away. When the client yelled at me the next day for it, he told me I needed to ‘toughen up’ if I wanted to survive in this industry. I remember confiding in Sara and she made me feel better, telling me that everyone makes mistakes and anybody that says they don’t is lying. She told me she once sent an email containing information about a client’s case to the opposing party and had to fess up to the partner. She bought me some fancy chocolates from Harrods to cheer me up.

      I should text Julia, Sara’s younger sister, and ask her about the funeral. I should’ve texted her on Monday when everything happened but I didn’t even think.

      Nat picks up a falafel wrap and a yogurt pot. She gets the same thing almost every day; we both do. I grab a tuna salad. When you’re as busy and stressed as us, there’s no capacity in our brains to make decisions over what food to eat. Food isn’t a priority during the working day. If I ever get any free time outside of work, I make up for it by going to restaurants often featured on lists such as ‘Top 10 Places to Try Before You Die’. Sometimes Nat joins but she likes to cook fresh as she’s always training for a marathon or some other sporting event. I don’t understand how she has time for it, but she’s always been an early riser.

      ‘You seem distracted. Usually you can’t stop ranting at lunchtime but you’ve barely said a word,’ Nat says.

      ‘You’re probably sick of hearing me going on, but I can’t stop thinking about Sara. Do you really think she jumped? It just doesn’t seem real.’

      ‘What else could have happened? I mean, yeah, I didn’t think she was the type, but some people can’t handle the stress.’

      ‘I think that’s a bit harsh. We don’t know what she was going through.’ I place my salad on the till and pay.

      ‘I didn’t mean it to come out that harsh, but it is true. She had everything going for her. She was a young partner, she worked on the best deals.’ She pauses as she pays for her items. ‘You must have been thinking it, right? Who’s going to get to work on the Harrison deal now she’s gone?’

      I don’t say anything, but Nat’s right. Harrison is one of our biggest clients and always provides the firm with a steady stream of work and a steady stream of cash. When David made managing partner he had to cut back on his client work to focus on the management of the firm, so he appointed Sara to be the lead client contact on their file. We were all shocked. There were more senior and experienced partners who would’ve been better suited.

      A rumour started that she must’ve been sleeping with David or another partner. I dismissed them at the time, putting it down to jealousy, as Sara didn’t seem like the type. But now I keep wondering if I ever knew Sara at all. She was clearly keeping secrets from us all if she was struggling so much that she ended up killing herself. What else was she hiding?

      We sit down at one of the tables inside and lower our voices. There’s a lot of City professionals about here so we need to be careful what we say. We don’t want one of them running off to the newspapers. I can see the headline now: RUTHLESS ASSOCIATES’ JOY OVER PARTNER’S DEATH.

      ‘It’s crossed my mind about Harrison. Obviously I’d love to work on the deal, but it’ll be a partner they’ll replace Sara with. Not some lowly senior associates like us.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Besides, it’s not actually her clients that I’ve been thinking about. I’ve been thinking about the new opening at Inside. I want that space, Cass.’

      I stop mid-chew, the salad leaves poking out of the corners of my mouth. There’s a lot to unpack in that sentence. Nat is coming across as a complete bitch, but that’s what this place does to you, it trains you to become a hunter. ‘Eat what you kill’ is the mantra of partners; that is, the more money you make for the firm, the more money you get to keep for yourself.

      ‘Inside?’

      ‘Yeah, you know about it, right?’

      ‘No…should I?’

      Nat leans in closer, so close I can make out the pores on her nose.

      ‘It’s an exclusive female society for the best and brightest in the City. Lawyers, bankers, traders, entrepreneurs. Membership is super exclusive. They say being a member gets you access to all sorts of opportunities: networking, promotions, access to powerful people. Its members are the most successful in their field.’

      ‘You think Sara was one of them?’

      ‘Yeah, I found out that Sara was a member.’ Nat takes another bite of her falafel wrap. ‘Sara’s career had taken off in a way that wasn’t the norm. So there must have been something else behind her success. And that something was Inside.’

      ‘Maybe, but Sara was smart, she didn’t need some club.’

      ‘You don’t get it, it’s not just some club. You can’t just buy your way in. It’s really hard to be part of it. You have to apply and they cap their member numbers to avoid the quality being diluted. Or at least that’s what I heard on the grapevine.’

      ‘What grapevine?’

      ‘Just other lawyers, friends. I tried to ask Sara about Inside when I found out she was a member but she was always really hesitant to answer my questions. She did tell me one thing, though. She told me that the only time they open up a spot for a new member is if an existing member leaves or, you know, dies.’

      The way she is talking, so callously, turns my stomach.

      ‘So Sara died and now there’s an open spot?’ I say.

      ‘Exactly. And I’m going to apply to become the newest member.’

      ‘But, why? You’re doing great as you are, you don’t need some cloak-and-dagger society to get a leg-up. Besides, I thought you hated elitist stuff like that. It sounds creepily like that Bullingdon dining club and we’ve all heard the stories. Can’t you just get a membership to the Ned or Soho House and be done with it?’

      Nat and I bonded when we met on our Legal Practice Course, which is the one-year course every aspiring lawyer has to complete before starting to work at a law firm. I felt out of place during most of the course. The majority of the students had attended private school and then Oxbridge. Many of them went to great lengths to talk about their gap years, flex their signet rings and talk about their family chateau in France. I didn’t know how to relate. I felt like I wasn’t good enough because I went to the local comprehensive and had never been skiing. I’d never had a nanny, and I had a Windows laptop I got second-hand rather than the slim Apple MacBook that all my peers owned. Nat took me under her wing, even though she had a similar background to the others. She was down to earth and didn’t make me feel inferior just because I didn’t know what caviar tasted like. She showed me that it was okay not to be like everyone else.

      I remember our first night out together. We had pre-drinks at one of the student’s flat in Holborn. Everybody was doing cocaine – it seemed like something so casual to them, whereas I’d never seen anybody do drugs, let alone do it myself. I worried I would be judged and seen as ‘uncool’ so I hid in one of the bedrooms until they were too high to notice I wasn’t joining in. Nat found me and told me she didn’t do drugs or even drink and that we’d stick together. It was only a few years later that I learned why.

      ‘You don’t get it; they take average people and turn them into the City’s elite. It’s giving us the privilege that men already have from their old boys’ dining societies and all that.’ Nat isn’t exactly lacking when it comes to privilege – she’s got more in common with the Etonians than she does with me – but now isn’t the right time to call her out.

      ‘So how do you become a member?’

      ‘Well, now Sara is gone, there will be an opening. And like I said, I want that spot.’ She takes out her phone and taps on the screen before sliding it over to me. ‘This is their website.’

      I take the phone and look at the page. It’s completely black with ‘Inside’ written in large gold block capitals.  The dot above the second ‘i’ is a snake, curled into itself, eating its own tail A perfect ‘O’.  Underneath that is a text box for email addresses. There’s nothing else. No About page, no contact details. Nothing about the society’s history or its members.

      ‘What’s this for?’

      ‘Registering interest for the membership spot. I was refreshing the page all morning, waiting for it to go live. I’ve just registered. I’ve heard there’s a thorough application process, but obviously it’s all rumours, nothing concrete. Nobody really knows what happens. Spots rarely open. ’

      I hand the phone back to Nat. I take out my own, trying to find the website on Google, but have no luck.

      ‘What do you type in to find the page?’

      ‘You need to have the link. You can’t search for it online.’

      ‘So how did you get it?’

      Nat averts her eyes. ‘Don’t judge me, but I asked Rita to find out if Sara ever visited any webpages with the word “inside” in the website address. Told her it was for a client.’

      ‘Nat!’

      ‘I didn’t know what else to do. I tried asking a few other friends who know about Inside but they were just as clueless. They don’t make it easy. I’ve heard that people get invited to apply, but sadly I wasn’t one of the chosen ones. Haven’t you ever felt like you were on the outside looking in? Surely you of all people get that? You’re a woman and you went to some dingy state school.’

      From the offhand way she says it I know Nat isn’t trying to be cruel – I know she doesn’t think that way, but many people in our industry do. I blush.  She continues obliviously, ‘This society allows you to be part of the inside, the inner circle.’

      It sounds too good to be true, but maybe I should be looking into it. Like Nat said, I’m always at a disadvantage. I’ve worked hard for everything I’ve got, working part-time jobs at university to top up my student loan. I’m surprised Sara never mentioned the society to me.

      Becoming partner is all I’ve ever wanted, ever since I decided I wanted to be lawyer when I was sixteen years old. Of course I used to want to be a criminal lawyer, standing in court and arguing with a judge, but I quickly worked out that all the money was in corporate law and my focus changed. People at school used to tell me I didn’t have the right background to become a lawyer, let alone make partner at a prestigious firm. One teacher told me that only those from certain backgrounds could make partner. I still think about proving her wrong, every day. Making partner would mean all the sacrifices were worth it.

      ‘We’d better get back. I’ve got a ton of material to read through before my 2 p.m. call.’ I stand up, smoothing my white blouse and black pencil skirt.

      ‘Oh, shit, yeah, I’ve got an email from a client, too,’ Nat says, rolling her eyes.

      We walk back to the office at the speed of a slow jog, leaving half of our lunch untouched.
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      ‘Welcome, students, to tonight’s mixer. You’ve been invited to attend because you are the best and brightest of your peers. Here at Carrey & Watson, we are looking for talented students who can go on to become the best lawyers in this city. At Carrey & Watson, our partners look after all our trainee solicitors and take a keen interest in their development. Each one of you has been judged as being capable of the high standards we are known for.’ David Atkins surveys the room like an eagle scanning the ground for food, hunting his prey.

      The firm’s managing partner is dressed in a grey three-piece suit, which probably cost more than the average person makes in five years. He holds a glass of Dom Perignon in his left hand which he swings about wildly as he addresses the room of eager students, along with the associates who have been forced here to spot talent and nominate those who should get a head start in the application process for training contracts – the two-year ‘on the job’ training that all wannabe lawyers have to endure to qualify as a solicitor.

      ‘Treat tonight as your chance to learn more about our extraordinary firm and the work that we do. Our applications for training contracts open next month and we do hope you’ll apply.’

      David raises his glass as he signals the end of his marketing spiel. Each person in the room raises their own. I roll my eyes. The students here may be intelligent but they aren’t the best; most of them are only here because they have the right connections. Classic nepotism at work. I don’t particularly want to be here but getting involved with recruitment looks good. I need to be an ambassador for the firm. My heels rub my feet as I stride across the conference room to use the toilet, desperate for a break before I am inundated with questions about what type of work I do and why I chose this firm.

      As soon as I enter the bathroom I hear a familiar noise.

      ‘Shit, Cass, I worried it was a student,’ Alexa says as she tucks the rolled-up ten-pound note back into her bag and wipes away the remnants of the white powder from the counter.

      ‘Is that wise when there’s students around? If any of them reported you⁠—’

      She rubs her nose. ‘I know, but I’ve got all these documents to review for Stephen tonight. I’m going to be in the office all night and I haven’t been home in two days.’

      ‘Why are you at this mixer, then?’

      ‘Same reason as you are. The partnership applications.’ She glances at the door. ‘I have some left over, you know, if you need a pick-me-up.’

      I was planning to go home after the grad recruitment event. I’ve been at the office for thirteen hours already and a headache is forming behind my eyes, but if Alexa is staying then so should I. The firm only promotes one or two senior associates to the partnership each year and she’s my direct competition as we’re in the same department. There’s no chance they’d promote us both. Alexa qualified a year ahead of me, but I know I’m a better lawyer than she is.

      She hands me the rolled-up note and bag of white powder before I can say anything.

      ‘Actually, I don’t think I need it tonight,’ I say, passing them back and wondering if dabbling occasionally might actually make my life easier.

      ‘Suit yourself. I keep a stash in my handbag at all times in case of work emergencies so if you’re ever in need…’

      I head back out into the chaos, leaving Alexa alone in the toilets.

      ‘Cass, here you go.’ David ambushes me with a glass of champagne as I leave the bathroom. ‘Do drink around the students and look like you’re having fun. I want to dispel any rumours that we are all work and no play.’

      Even though it’s the truth.

      I take a big gulp – anything to impress David. After all, he holds the keys to the kingdom.

      ‘Oh, and even if you’re going back to work after this, don’t mention it to the students. It doesn’t look good for optics, especially with the whole Sara situation,’ he says. Incident, situation, whatever callous word they want to use to describe what happened.

      He leaves before I can respond, heading over to talk to a group of young, beautiful girls. They’ve tried to dress smart, but their tight dresses make them look like they should be spilling out of a nightclub rather than at a networking event in London. One of them twirls her hair as she listens to David speak. It is hard to admit, but David is a good-looking man, he takes care of himself.

      Last summer there were rumours that David was caught having sex after hours with a student on a work placement. Of course that student disappeared and the cleaner who supposedly caught them also vanished.

      We all thought it was just secretaries gossiping about nothing but I can practically see his trousers tightening around his crotch. I’d be surprised if many of the senior lawyers here are faithful – the men or the women. When you spend more time at work than you do at home, it’s only natural for work relationships to become something more. Or for personal relationships to break down. I don’t want to think about how many ruined marriages and broken engagements there have been because of this place.

      They like to say we can have it all, but we really can’t. That’s why I choose to stay single, it’s easier. Fewer distractions. Less heartache.

      ‘Hello, excuse me, do you work here?’

      I spin my head and see a man in a suit has approached me. Definitely a student, but he has money. That suit has been tailored to suit his broad frame – by Daddy’s personal tailor, no doubt. I spot a signet ring on his pinkie finger and cufflinks with what I assume is his family crest.

      ‘Yes, I’m Cassandra Harlow. I’m a senior associate in our mergers and acquisitions team.’ I hold out my hand.

      ‘Oh, a senior associate? You look so young, I assumed you were a trainee.’

      I scowl.

      ‘Er, sorry, I meant it as a compliment. You’re far too beautiful to be a senior associate.’

      My mouth falls open with shock. The students get cheekier each year. They treat the male solicitors with the utmost respect, but we women are still subject to the misogyny they try to pass off as charm. They think we should be flattered at their objectification. The clients do it too. There have been so many times where I’ve taken a junior, male solicitor with me to a client meeting to take notes, and the clients have addressed their questions to him instead of me.

      ‘I’d best be going,’ I say, flashing a false smile. I can’t be seen as rude but I’d rather pluck my eyelashes out individually than continue this conversation.

      ‘Oh, don’t go.’ He grabs my arm. ‘I thought we could chat about the firm some more. You know, my dad’s company is one of your clients and so I’d love to hear more about your work.’

      I stop. The power dynamic has suddenly changed. No wonder he thought he could speak to me the way he did. I have to put up with this now. The firm has to come before my sensitivities.

      ‘Oh, really? Is that how you know about the firm?’ I hate that I have to play nice now, but I can’t risk upsetting the son of a client, particularly if it turns out he pays the firm a lot of money in legal fees. Losing the firm a high-paying client is a guaranteed way to be fired.

      ‘Oh, yes, my dad and David are on very good terms. David and his family holidayed with us last year in Switzerland at our chalet.’ What is it with posh people and trying to make every noun a verb?

      I stop myself from making gagging noises. I’m about to ask more questions about the student’s family when David bounds over like an excitable puppy, putting his arm around me and causing a shiver to run through my body. He’s a creep.

      ‘Cassandra, you’ve met Benedict, I see!’

      ‘Yes, we were just talking about⁠—’

      ‘Benedict’s father owns Russell Energy. A very valuable client of ours as I’m sure you know.’

      I do know – I did countless all-nighters a few years ago when they decided to do a hostile takeover of another energy company.

      ‘I hope you’ve been telling him wonderful things about
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