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Dedication

For the woman who hasn't been touched in eighteen months and who's reading this in bed at half past midnight.

You're allowed to be tired.

You're allowed to be wanted.

You're allowed to ask him to kneel.





Author's Note: Content Notes and Trigger Warnings

HALE is an adult dark contemporary romance with on-page explicit sexual content. The book contains the following themes and content, listed for the reader's informed consent:

Age gap romance between consenting adults (heroine 44, hero 28, seventeen years).

Forbidden workplace dynamic with the heroine as employer and the hero as staff member.

Bereavement. The heroine is widowed three years before the book opens. Her husband died in a road traffic accident. The accident is referenced but not depicted on the page.

A reference to a parent's death from cancer (the heroine's mother) twenty-three years before the book opens, off page.

A reference to a parent's death in undercover police work (the hero's father) sixteen years before the book opens, off page.

References to corporate fraud and organised-crime money laundering.

A scene in chapter thirty-one in which the heroine confronts a contracted assassin in a stairwell, with armed police on the perimeter. The hero is present with a drawn weapon. The weapon isn't fired. No on-page killing of any named character.

Explicit sexual content on four open-door scenes, written with a consent script (tell me to stop) repeated throughout. Heat level five on the standard scale.

Possessive language between the romantic leads (mine, mo chridhe, don't move) used in moments of intimacy.

No on-page sexual violence. No on-page killing of any named character. No content involving minors of any kind beyond the fifteen-year-old daughter's age-appropriate POV chapter, which contains no sexual or violent content.

If any of the above isn't for you, please put this book down with my respect and goodwill. The book will still be here when the time is right.





The Penn Group Series

Book One HALE (Marlowe and Cassidy, October 2026 to March 2027). Available now.

Book Two FOX (Patrick Fox and a Penn Group security director, expected March 2027).

Book Three LANG (Bethan Lang and a Cardiff barrister, expected August 2027).

Book Four WEXFORD (Hugo Wexford and a woman with a claim on Pennfold, expected January 2028).

Each book stands alone with its own HEA. The series may be read in order or in any order. The Penn family stays at the centre.





Chapter One


Marlowe

The lift smelled of the bergamot diffuser Frances had ordered in September. Marlowe stepped in without looking up from her phone, which had been black since the M25 turnoff. She didn't turn it on again.

Her hand came to rest against the cool brass of the panel. She pressed six. The lift moved.

She'd stopped looking at her own hands a year ago and she couldn't remember the day she'd stopped. What she remembered was the day she'd noticed. A Tuesday in May, in front of a board, in this exact lift, a copy of the Q1 results tucked under her left arm. The new junior counsel had asked her something. Instead of answering, she'd looked at her hands. No rings, no varnish, no marks of any kind. They'd looked like the hands of a stranger. She hadn't turned her head until the lift opened on six.

She wasn't looking at her hands now either.

The doors slid back. Marble corridor. Picture lights low. The Berkeley Square hotel carried the same scent on six as it did on every other floor, but on six the noise was different. The plumbing older. The walls thicker. Six suites and Marlowe occupied the corner one. The staff knew not to use the housekeeping cart on this hallway after seven in the evening.

It was nine. She walked the length of the corridor in her stocking feet, having taken off her heels in the lift. The carpet was the colour of unsalted butter. The shoes hung from two fingers of her left hand, swaying faintly. The ache in the ball of her left foot had been there since the third hour of the Mount Street board meeting. She'd forgotten about it and remembered it again a dozen times since. She forgot it now. The corridor was quiet enough that she could hear herself breathe.

She didn't stop at her door.

She stopped at Iris's.

Iris had taped a note to the outside of the door three years ago, a week after the funeral. Knock please. Black ink. Marlowe hadn't opened the door without knocking since. She knocked now, two short, the way her own mother had knocked on her bedroom door in Belgravia at fifteen.

A pause. Then. "Yeah."

Marlowe opened the door six inches. Iris was at the desk under the window, the lamp with the green silk shade, her grandfather's, casting a warm pool across her school jumper and the leggings she wore for orchestra practice. She didn't turn around.

"Hey," Marlowe said.

"Hey."

"Did you eat."

"Yeah."

"What."

"A bagel. From the lobby place. Don't fuss."

Marlowe held her shoes between two fingers and looked at the back of her daughter's head. Iris had her father's hair. The same dark weight, the same way it settled against the nape of her neck, the same loose strand that escaped near the left ear. For the first three months after the funeral Marlowe hadn't been able to look at the back of Iris's head without leaving the room. She'd gotten very skilled at leaving rooms in those months. Very skilled at finding reasons to go to the kitchen, to the window, to the far end of any conversation.

She didn't leave now. She held the door at six inches and stayed.

"The meeting ran long."

"I know."

"Hugo's coming for breakfast."

"I'll go to school early."

"You don't have to."

Iris turned in her chair. Fifteen years old, her father's grey eyes. She didn't look at Marlowe with those eyes the way she had three years ago, that raw undisguised needing. Now she looked at her the way she looked at her form tutor after she'd decided the form tutor didn't need to know anything else about her. Polite. Distant. Loving. Tired. It was a look that had been developing for about eight months and Marlowe catalogued each gradation of it the way she catalogued everything, filing, holding, waiting to understand.

"I'll go early," Iris said. "Frances brought up bagels for tomorrow as well."

"Frances brought a lot of bagels."

"She said you'd be late again."

"She was right."

"She's always right."

There was something in Iris's voice when she said it, not quite fond, not quite resigned, something in between that Marlowe recognised from her own voice when she spoke about things she relied on and didn't want to examine too closely.

The carpet pressed up through Marlowe's stockings, warm with the day's heat. The ache in her left arch reminded her of the meeting room on the fourth floor of the Mount Street building. The glass table and the thirteen chairs and the man from Geneva who hadn't liked her numbers and hadn't known how to say so without looking at the ceiling first. She'd think about that later. Not now.

"Go to bed before midnight," she said.

"I'll be in bed before twelve."

"That isn't what I asked."

"Mum."

Marlowe smiled. Not the smile she kept for the board or the one she used on the press. The one she'd been using on Iris since 2011 and only on Iris. The one that was small and lived at the corners of her mouth and said, I know exactly what you're doing and I'm choosing not to fight it tonight.

"Goodnight," she said.

"Goodnight."

She pulled the door shut and held her hand against the wood for one breath. She could hear Iris shift in her chair, a small creak, a pencil against the desk. The sounds of her daughter alive and ordinary and four feet away, which at nine o'clock on a Tuesday, Marlowe understood, was not a small thing. She held her hand on the door for a second breath. Then she walked the last six paces of the corridor to the suite.

The lock recognised her. The door opened and closed behind her with the soft Mayfair click that the marketing team had tested for two months in 2019 before sign-off. The sound was designed to tell a guest the day was over. Marlowe heard it every night. The day was never over. The click was a polite lie the day told her on her way to her own kitchen.

She set the shoes by the door rather than the closet. The first thing Edmund had ever said about her, at a party in Holland Park in 2008, was that he liked a woman who put her shoes away the moment she came through a door. She'd argued that leaving shoes by the door was not putting them away. He'd said that for a man who'd grown up in a five-bedroom house with three brothers and a border collie, shoes placed deliberately anywhere near the door counted. She'd laughed. The shoes had been by the door for three years now, set in the same spot each night. A quiet refusal. She kept waiting for it to lose its point and it didn't.

She walked past them.



The suite was twelve hundred square feet: living room, study, two bedrooms, a kitchen with a four-ring induction hob and the kind of fridge that ran on a service contract. The lighting was on a sensor. The curtains were on a sensor. The temperature was set to twenty point five. Marlowe was the only person in the building who could override any of these settings from her phone. She hadn't overridden a single one of them in eighteen months. The hotel understood how she liked her space better than she did.

She didn't turn on the overhead. The lamps came up. The kitchen lit gold.

A glass from the cupboard, Sancerre from the wine fridge. She didn't look at the bottle or the glass, just poured and then felt the cold of the crystal against her palm and was surprised by it, the way she was always surprised by a cold thing she was holding in her own kitchen at nine in the evening. The surprise had been there for three years. It hadn't gone away and she didn't want it to. The day she stopped feeling the cold of the glass would be the day she let go of something she wasn't ready to release. Something she didn't have a name for, because naming it would make it an ending and an ending was not what she was prepared to call it.

She drank. The wine sat in her mouth one second longer than it needed to, then she swallowed and carried the glass to the window.

Berkeley Square at nine in October was the colour of a polished tooth. Plane tree leaves on the railings. A black cab idling, its exhaust rising into the street lamps. A man in a navy coat checking his watch against the railings, a woman with a Hermès bag and no umbrella walking fast without looking up. The square hadn't changed in the seventy years her family had owned a piece of it and it wouldn't change in the seventy years after she handed her piece over. This was a fact she found both useful and unbearable. She'd stopped trying to choose between those two responses.

She pressed her right palm against the cold glass and felt it through to her sternum.

Twelve days.

Twelve days until the third anniversary.

She'd told no one. Hadn't put it on the calendar. On Monday she'd told her assistant Greta to clear the afternoon of the twenty-fourth without giving a reason and Greta hadn't asked. Greta never asked. Marlowe had been paying her for fourteen years to not ask and the economy of their relationship had become something she could not have measured. All that compressed understanding. All those silences so professionally held they had the quality of gift.

Edmund had died on a Sunday. The twenty-third of April, 2023. A bend on the M25 between junctions sixteen and seventeen. The Aston Martin. Forty-three minutes past two in the afternoon. The accident report ran to nineteen pages and the coroner's verdict was recorded as accidental death. Marlowe had been at Pennfold with Iris when the call came, standing in the kitchen, peeling potatoes. The phone was on the counter. She'd answered it with her left hand because her right hand had a knife in it. She'd listened to everything the police officer said, all of it, without putting the knife down. She had been very precise in those first minutes. Very still.

She hadn't peeled a potato since.

This wasn't something she turned over every night. Sunday evenings, regularly. Tuesday evenings when the meeting had run long. In the lift. At the window. In the moment between turning off the bedside lamp and closing her eyes. Not during meetings. Not in front of Iris.

She thought about it now.

The wedding ring was still on her right hand, she'd moved it the morning after the funeral. Her thumb found it and turned it once. The way she did when she didn't want to feel a thing she was going to feel anyway. The gold was warm from her skin, smooth with the years. The small motion of turning it was so familiar it had become involuntary, a gesture the body had decided to keep whether she approved or not. She turned it twice. A third turn that took longer than the first two.

She drank.



What landed when her thumb turned the ring the third time wasn't Edmund. It wasn't the M25. It was a bay window in the south library at Pennfold in late spring, the casement open, a line of cold air across her bare feet. Her father in the seat opposite. Marlowe at fifteen in the school dress she'd outgrown, pulling at her shoulders, her chin up because she'd learned that keeping her chin up made her look certain even when she wasn't. She'd been entirely uncertain that afternoon and had not wanted it read.

Henry Penn drinking coffee black at five in the afternoon, the way he'd done all his life. The cup with the chip on the rim. The smell of boxwood coming in through the casement. The long warm silence before he said anything, the kind of silence he used when he already knew the answer to a question he hadn't asked yet.

He'd said it without looking at her.

You've got the family head, Marlowe. Not the family heart. Don't try to have both. The ones who try, lose both.

She hadn't answered. She remembered the cold stone against the soles of her feet and the smell of boxwood under the window and the chip on the rim of his cup that he'd never let her replace. She remembered being certain at fifteen that he was right about her. More certain at twenty-three. Old enough by thirty-five to wonder whether he had been describing her or instructing her, whether his certainty had been a portrait or a prescription.

She still didn't know. She was forty-four and she did not know.

She turned the ring once more and then stopped.

She finished the wine and put the glass in the sink.



Her phone buzzed against the counter.

Hugo. Q4 board memo finalised. Sending in the morning. We'll need ten minutes before the eight a.m. on the Geneva forecasts. Frances says the new bar staff start tomorrow. Get some sleep.

She read it twice without replying.

Thirty seconds later, Frances.

Mrs Penn, the bar opens at four. Mr Hale starts at five. He's been on the floor at the Connaught for three years. Speaks half the languages our regulars do. I've put him on Tuesdays Thursdays Fridays. Saturdays once we see how he handles the suite calls. Sleep well.

Marlowe looked at the message for longer than she wanted to admit.

Mr Hale.

She knew the file. She'd read it in the lift on Friday afternoon, between the Mount Street meeting and a call with Geneva. Cassidy Alexander Hale. Twenty-eight. Edinburgh. Modern languages, university level, never finished. Three years at the Connaught, two years in Vienna, two summers in Belgrade. The references had passed without comment. A photograph had been attached and she hadn't let herself look at it long enough to retain a face, just for the length of a breath, before she'd put the file back into Greta's pile. She'd been aware, in the act of not looking, of looking quite carefully. She hadn't allowed herself to examine the contradiction.

She put the phone face-down on the counter and walked the length of the suite to her bedroom without turning on the lights. The window there faced east and the Mayfair rooflines ran the colour of bone in the dark. She undressed in the half-light, left her clothes folded on the chair, took off her watch. The watch was Edmund's, a thing she also didn't tell anyone. A Patek Philippe, gunmetal case, fine leather strap worn along one edge where his thumb had rested on it for years. It sat on her bedside table every night and she put it on every morning. She hadn't yet decided what she'd do with it on the morning of the twenty-fourth.

She lay down.

She didn't sleep.

She hadn't slept through a night since April 2023 and she'd stopped trying. There was a routine for the wakeful hours: reading on Tuesdays, paying bills on Wednesdays, writing a letter to her father on Sundays. The letters lived in a drawer she didn't lock and she didn't send them anywhere, because there was nowhere to send them. Henry Penn had died eight years ago. The habit remained. She'd come to understand that the habit was not about sending.

Stretched on her back, watching the ceiling, she let her mind drift down through the floors of the building. Through the thick walls and the old plumbing of six, through five, four, three, the muffled industry of the kitchens, the lobby with its bergamot and its pale lamplight, the bar.

The new bar staff started tomorrow.

The Scot. Cassidy Hale, twenty-eight, who spoke half the languages her regulars did. Three years at the Connaught, Frances's note had said. A photograph she hadn't let herself retain.

She hadn't been thinking about the new bar staff. She hadn't let herself think about anything below the sixth floor in eighteen months. The bar was a place she went sometimes, late, when the suite was too quiet and her own breathing was too loud in the dark. She went for the old fashioned. She went because Frances had designed the bar lighting at forty-three watts and it was the only light in the building that didn't ask anything of her face. She went for those reasons and not others.

She thought about him now and was furious with herself, furious for about nine minutes, lying in the dark, her right palm flat over her own collarbone. She could feel her own heartbeat there, steady and patient, going on as it had gone on through everything. The body was indifferent to what the mind found inconvenient. She lay still and breathed through the fury the way she breathed through board disputes and bad Q3 numbers and anything else she could not argue her way around.

Then she rolled onto her left side, tucked one hand under the pillow and tried to think about Geneva forecasts instead. The numbers held for two minutes and then dissolved. In their place came the Aston Martin, the bend in the M25, her father in the bay window at Pennfold. Her daughter four feet away through three feet of marble. The empty fridge and the cab idling in the square and the watch on the bedside table.

She didn't think about the man Hugo had hired from the Connaught.

Not in the same way she hadn't been thinking about him before.

The clock read eleven forty-one. She turned her ring once with her thumb. Twice. A third turn that took longer than the first two.

She didn't go down to the bar. She kept her back against the mattress and her right hand against her own collarbone and the bedside lamp stayed off. The suite held its twenty point five degrees around her, a temperature no one had selected for its comfort, only for its precision. She'd been precise, these three years. Precise and very still.

She closed her eyes.

The bergamot diffuser carried up through the air vents from the lobby on the long climb to the sixth floor and she caught it once, faintly, on the back of her tongue. She breathed it in and held it. Forty-four years old, alone in a hotel her father had built her and the only thing she could smell at the end of a thirteen-hour day was the wax candle the marketing team had chosen to make her guests feel at home.

Aye well, she thought, in her mother's Scots, the first time she'd thought the phrase in eight months. She didn't know why it had come. Her mother had been dead for eleven years. The Scots had stayed.

She slept for forty-one minutes between three and four.

She didn't dream.






Chapter Two


Cassidy

The kettle in the Pimlico flat ran loud. Cassidy waited for it sitting on the counter in his t-shirt and yesterday's trousers, hair still wet from the shower, counting seconds for the click. Forty-eight from boil to off, he'd timed it the first morning and timed it every morning since, because he liked a small constant in a week that was about to have none.

The kettle clicked. He counted four more seconds before he moved, then poured the water into the cafetière, counted four more, pressed the plunger and took the cup.

He drank standing up. Hadn't sat down in this flat to drink coffee and didn't intend to start. Sitting down was the kind of habit a man picked up when he meant to be somewhere a long time and he didn't. He'd learned that at twenty-two in Sofia, where he'd sat down in a sublet kitchen on the third morning and understood immediately that it was a mistake. Comfort was a form of attachment and attachment was a form of risk. He'd stood to drink his coffee ever since.

The flat was on the second floor at the back of a 1930s mansion block off Belgrave Road. One bedroom, one bath, a kitchen with a 1980s gas hob and a window that opened on a brick wall. Everything except what he'd brought had come with the lease: furniture, kettle, plates, the lot. He'd brought a kitbag, two pairs of trousers, four white shirts, a black wool jumper, his own boots, a paperback he hadn't opened. A Sig Sauer P226 with a loaded magazine and a spare. The bartender's apron Frances Goodwin had sent him by courier on Sunday now sat over the kitchen chair. The Sig was under the sink behind a roll of bin bags, which was where he'd put a gun in every safe house since Vienna, because no one ever looked behind the bin bags.

His phone vibrated against the counter.

Patrick.

He answered on the third buzz. "Morning."

"Morning, son." Patrick had a voice that ran low and slow, carrying on the wrong line the faint trace of west Belfast. He'd had it for thirty years in the service and Cassidy had never heard it hurry.

"Talk to me."

"Shift starts at five. Frances has me Tuesday Thursday Friday. Saturdays once she's sure I can handle suite calls."

"She run you through the floor."

"She'll run me through at four."

"The CEO."

"Will see me when she sees me."

"Have you eyes on her."

"Not today."

"Have you eyes on her by Friday."

"Yes."

A pause. Ice clinked in a glass on Patrick's end. He drank water with ice from seven in the morning, a Sofia habit he'd never broken. Cassidy had always found it an interesting detail, that the most patient man he'd ever known needed the sound of ice in the morning to keep him still.

"Cassidy."

"Yeah."

"You aren't in love with this woman."

"No."

"You haven't met this woman."

"No."

"Good."

Cassidy waited. He knew better than to speak into Patrick's pauses.

"Don't make this complicated," Patrick said.

"Don't make this an off-books contract on a sitting CEO of a FTSE-listed group with an underage daughter in the building."

The ice went around the glass again.

"Fair," Patrick said. "Six weeks. You're in the bar. You're invisible. You're not in love with this woman. Anything that pushes the contract window forward, I want a phone call. Anything you can't tell me on a phone call, walk to the Embankment. Anything you can't tell me on the Embankment, find Frances. I trust Frances."

"Frances doesn't trust me yet."

"She'll."

"She'll work it out."

"Yes," Patrick said. "Frances always works it out. She'll work it out by the end of week one and decide what she wants to do about it on the same day. If she decides she'll have you out of there, you ring me before you get on the staff lift. Clear."

"Clear."

"Drink your coffee, son."

The line clicked off.

Cassidy stood at the counter with the phone in his right hand. His coffee had gone half cold. He drank what was left in one swallow and didn't put the cup down, just held it, looking at his own hand around the ceramic.

What he was seeing wasn't the cup. It was a photograph on a screen in a black office in Vauxhall on a Wednesday afternoon two weeks ago. The woman in the photograph hadn't been looking at the camera. She'd been looking down and to her left at something off frame, a pen possibly, a document she was about to sign. The angle of her head was the angle of a woman who hadn't slept in eighteen months and was about to chair a meeting anyway. The particular arrangement of a person who had decided to be in command of the minutes ahead regardless of the hours behind.

He'd looked at the photograph for a count of three and had been quite deliberate about keeping it to three.

Patrick had read her out like a duty roster. Marlowe Penn. Forty-four. Widowed. One daughter, fifteen. Marlowe Eleanor Penn, born Belgravia 1982, Cambridge 2004, married Edmund Penn in 2010, took the chair in 2017 when her father had a stroke, lost her husband on the M25 in April 2023, hasn't been seen at any industry event for fourteen months. Cassidy had listened the way he listened to all briefings, clean and without anticipation, filing each fact in its place.

He'd nodded the way he nodded when Patrick gave him a name. He'd looked at the photograph for a count of three, then spent forty minutes with the rest of the file. The file was thorough, the way Patrick's files were always thorough, detailed down to the things the subject hadn't done: the conferences she'd declined, the dinners she'd not attended, the charity boards she'd stepped back from after April 2023. A map of a woman drawing inward. Holding the perimeter.

He'd taken the contract on a count of one.

He hadn't told Patrick that. He hadn't needed to.



He went out at four. The Tube was empty at the back end of the rush hour the way it always was when a man was walking toward a new shift. Pimlico to Green Park on the Victoria line, then up past the Ritz, across Berkeley Street, into the square. The October afternoon was the colour of pale slate and the plane trees along the square's railings had started to turn, yellow at the edges, the first losing of things. Staff entrance on the south side at four fourteen.

The corridor behind the staff entrance smelled, even down here, of bergamot. It was a scent that carried throughout the building, Cassidy had noted, from the basement service corridor to whatever the sixth floor held. He'd remember that. The first thing a building told a person was what it wanted you to feel.

Frances Goodwin was waiting for him at the door of the housekeeping office in a navy uniform jacket and white shirt. She looked at him for exactly the time it took her to decide. Cassidy had learned to be still under that kind of assessment. It was the same quality of look he'd been given by the most capable people he'd ever worked alongside, a look that was neither hostile nor warm but simply measuring. He held it.

"Mr Hale."

"Frances."

"Come with me."

She walked him through the back of the kitchens, along the service corridor, past the wine cellar door, locked, brass keypad and into the bar. Empty at four sixteen, lights on the day setting, brass polished, bottles lined up the way Frances had lined them up at half past three. She stood at the end of the bar with both hands on the wood and looked at him again with the same measuring quiet.

"Mr Hale."

"Cassidy."

"Mr Hale," she said again, not unkindly. "On the floor I'm Frances. Off the floor I'm Mrs Goodwin. Behind the bar you're Mr Hale. You're Cassidy to the porters and to me when I've time to be soft, which isn't in the front of house. We're clear."

"Clear."

"The CEO is on six. Her name on the floor is Mrs Penn. Her name in front of her daughter is Mum. You've no business with her daughter and no business in the suite. You speak to her when she speaks to you. You pour her what she asks for. If she doesn't ask for anything, you pour her an old fashioned with one large rock and two dashes of Angostura and one orange peel. Twist the peel slowly. Set the glass down on a paper coaster. Leave the bar."

"Yes."

"She comes down sometimes after ten. Not every night. She hasn't come down in two weeks. She may come down tonight. She may not."

"Yes."

"If she doesn't come down by midnight, you go off-duty at midnight. You don't stay later. You don't loiter in the lobby. You leave by the staff entrance and you go home. Clear."

"Clear."

Frances looked at him for the time it took her to decide a second thing. He waited.

"Mr Hale."

"Yes."

"You aren't what your CV says you're."

He didn't speak.

"I don't care," she said. "I care about Mrs Penn. I care about Iris. Don't hurt them."

He held her eyes. "No," he said. He meant it. That was the thing Patrick's briefings never accounted for: the particular specificity of meaning something.

"Good."

She walked him through the back of the bar to the staff lockers, where to put his jacket, the white shirts laundered on premises that he'd wear from the second shift onward, the bar towel drawer, the panic button set into the panel under the bar. Last, the brass keypad to the wine cellar. She gave him the code. "Memorise it. Don't write it down."

He memorised it.

She was back in the housekeeping office by four forty-seven. He stood behind the bar alone at four forty-eight, in a room that still held the afternoon's quiet. The bar opened at five. He used the intervening twelve minutes to learn the bar the way he learned any position, systematically, without hurry. He ran his hand along the underside of the counter to find the shelving edges, noted the blind angles in the mirror at the back, measured the distance in paces from the well to the till. The mirror showed the lobby. The lobby showed the lifts. He filed that and moved on.



By half past nine he'd poured forty-three drinks. Two American whiskies, eleven gin and tonics, four Aperol spritzes that had stopped at five forty because it was a Tuesday. Six glasses of the Sancerre that was the Berkeley Square's house white, three espresso martinis, two Negronis, an old fashioned for a Lebanese businessman who'd asked him a question in French and received his answer in French and hadn't asked anything else. A whisky sour he'd had to make for the fifth time in his career. A Sazerac that was the first he'd made since 2022, three bottles of Spanish red opened tableside when the sommelier had been pulled to the private dining room, seven glasses of champagne.

Not a mistake. Not close to a mistake.

What he was, though, wasn't relaxed. He was the opposite of relaxed, working at a level of intentional precision he'd only ever accessed on a rooftop in Sofia at three in the morning, watching a window across a courtyard. That quality of alertness so complete it becomes its own kind of stillness. The precision was the same. The action was different: the bar towel, the angle of the orange peel, the exact weight of a glass landing on a coaster. He was counting seconds as the bar staff cleared and reset table four after the Lebanese businessman left. He was watching the lifts in the mirror at the back of the bar. Not doing it. Not not doing it. The mirror was simply there.

At nine fifty-three the staff lift opened. Frances stepped out and walked past the bar without looking at him, heading for the housekeeping corridor. She didn't glance over her shoulder. He noted the absence of the glance the way he noted all absences.

At nine fifty-six the guest lift opened.

He'd been waiting for it, though he hadn't let himself know he was waiting. That was also a thing he'd learned in Sofia: how to hold the awareness of something without becoming its subject.

A woman in a charcoal skirt and cream silk blouse stepped out. Stocking feet. Heels held in her left hand. Hair in a low chignon, the kind a woman kept pinned when she'd been chairing a meeting all day and hadn't bothered to undo it. A practical arrangement that had nothing to do with vanity and everything to do with the kind of self-discipline that didn't expire after business hours. She wasn't looking at the bar. She walked the diagonal across the lobby without looking up, one hand at her side, the other carrying the shoes with an ease that looked unconscious.

He counted three exits before he let himself look at her face.

He let himself look for the length of a breath.

She was the woman in the photograph. She wasn't the woman in the photograph.

The photograph had been flat and grey and taken without her consent, as those photographs always were. It had shown him bone structure and composure and the angle of a head that had been carrying weight. What the photograph had not shown him was the way she moved through a lobby at ten in the evening when she thought no one was watching. Deliberate in the spine. Something kept private in the set of the shoulders. The quality of a woman who had arranged her body into stillness so often that stillness had become her resting state. Not cold. Contained. He understood the distinction. He lived on the same side of it.

She walked to the bar.

She put the heels on the next stool and sat on the one to its left, the shoes placed precisely between herself and whoever might or might not, in her practised reading of her own bar at ten in the evening, be there. A small, deliberate architecture. Marlowe Penn was a woman who didn't put her bag down on the bar, didn't put her phone down on the bar, didn't say anything on the way in. She settled onto the stool with a quietness that looked like long habit, rested her right hand in her lap and looked at the bar in front of her, not at him.

Cassidy moved a square of ice into the rocks glass with his right hand and lifted the bourbon bottle with his left. Two and a quarter ounces. He was aware of his hands. He was aware that she was also aware of his hands, that her eyes had tracked the motion without lifting to his face, the way a person tracked the thing they had decided not to look at directly. He poured without pause. Two dashes of Angostura. An orange peel from the dish. He twisted it slowly with his fingers, deliberately, the way Frances had told him. The way the Connaught did it. The way his mother had peeled an orange in one long unbroken curl on Sunday mornings in the East Lothian kitchen, the oil of the skin releasing into the air, the faint bitter brightness of it. He felt the peel resist between his thumbs. He laid it across the rim of the glass with the same deliberation he gave everything tonight.

Set the glass on a paper coaster.

Set it down in front of Marlowe Penn with a care that he hadn't been expecting to give it.

He did all of this without looking at her face.

She didn't look at his face either.

She looked at his hands.

He caught it in his peripheral vision: the stillness in her shoulders that wasn't relaxation but attention, the quality of a gaze that had landed somewhere and decided to stay. He felt it on the backs of his hands the way he'd feel a change in wind on a roof, as information, as something to file. He'd been about to turn the bar towel once around his right hand, a habit from twelve years old, when his father had taught it to him. He'd been doing it ever since as a count of three, a reset between the end of one motion and the beginning of the next. He stopped his right hand on the wood instead. He didn't turn the towel. He held the pause.

He said it before he'd decided to say it.

"Mrs Penn."

A breath. The low bar. The empty lobby behind her. The slow tick of the lobby clock that the guests never noticed and the staff heard all night.

"Welcome home."

She didn't look up. She didn't lift the glass. Her heels stayed in her hand. The silence after his words ran for longer than was normal, longer than the silence of simply ignoring someone, longer than discomfort. It ran the length of a thing being absorbed. Then she lifted her right palm slowly from her lap and laid it flat on the wood of the bar, an inch from the glass.

He saw the wedding ring on her right hand. Gold, plain, moved from the left to the right, not recently. Worn on the right the way a person wore a decision they'd made and were going to keep making.

She turned it once with her thumb.

He was watching without watching. Looking at the back bar, the bottles, the place where the aperitifs began and the digestifs ended. His hands were still. He didn't move toward her or away from her. He waited, the way he had learned to wait, without any shape of need in him that she could find.

She didn't speak. She picked up the glass, drank, set it down and the sound of the glass on the coaster was the only sound in the bar. She drank again, set it down. Two more swallows, measured, unhurried. Four in all, never once looking at him. The old fashioned disappeared half an inch, two, three. At the end she set the glass on the coaster and the second touch of it was quieter than the first, a degree of care she may not have been aware she was giving. She picked up the heels, stood and walked the diagonal back across the lobby to the guest lift without turning her head.

He watched her in the mirror. The line of her back, the unhurried stride, the cream silk of the blouse catching the forty-three watts of lobby light for a moment and then gone. The lift doors opened for her before she reached them, the building knowing her pace the way it knew her temperature and her schedule or perhaps she had simply been expected all along.

The lift took her.

It didn't stop again until six.

Cassidy stood behind the bar with his right hand on the wood and the bar towel hanging from his fingers. The empty glass on the coaster. The orange peel curled in on itself, the oil of it already beginning to dry in the warm bar air. He could still smell it, faintly or perhaps he was constructing the smell from memory because his mind had filed everything about the last four minutes with a granularity it reserved for things he'd decided mattered.

He didn't move for a count of fourteen.

Then
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