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      They called it the rat race, but it was more like the robot race, Lily Markham thought, as she resisted the urge to thump the horn one more futile time. She was penned in on all sides by traffic, surrounded by a sea of belching, rumbling metal. Through tinted windows she glimpsed other drivers, some appearing as frustrated as she, others less so, their phones in their hands, one rifling through a rucksack, another with a razor pressed against his chin.

      Lily had left her phone at home, and just yesterday she had finished the book she always kept in the car, forgetting to replace it with another from the pile of recent impulse buys she kept on the table in the hall. It was still in the glove box, and she supposed she could read it again, if she really had to.

      If she really wasn’t destined to get to work on time today.

      But as always, like the giant, creeping behemoth that London’s traffic was, eventually she did start to move, slipping the car into drive, inching forward a few more metres, before coming to a halt again.

      Perhaps this morning it was something interesting, rather than the usual boringness of rush hour. Perhaps there was a climate change protest going on, and some hippies had glued themselves to the road. Maybe a farmer had got lost and brought a herd of cattle into the city centre. Or maybe some idiot had simply run out of petrol.

      She glanced at her own gauge. Half full. No problem.

      The car in front inched forward again, and Lily pulled the lever down into drive.

      Something clicked behind the dashboard, and suddenly the lever took on an unfamiliar looseness, floppy and useless like a broken ruler.

      Oh please no.

      Lily gave it a frantic tug, but it was no use.

      She closed her eyes, for a moment wishing the whole world would just disappear. At least if she opened her eyes again to a black void, she would escape the irrefutable embarrassment that was heading her way like a thundering ghost train.

      Then, inevitably, she opened them again, to find someone peering in at her window and then pointing at the stretch of open road in front of her.

      ‘Miss, could you get a move on, please?’ came a muffled voice through the window. ‘Some of us are trying to get to work.’
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      ‘So what did you do in the end? Call the AA?’

      ‘The police showed up before the AA could even get close. They were directing traffic and everything. I wanted to die. Melissa from next door told me it made the lunchtime news.’

      ‘Oh. Well, I suppose fame is fame, isn’t it?’ Lily’s mother, Sarah Markham, chuckled. ‘Did you get a raise?’

      ‘A raise? I almost got fired. I missed a meeting with an important financier. According to Jonas, he had a bit of a tantrum about it, and we might end up missing out on a half million-pound contract.’

      ‘That’s too bad.’

      Lily peered at her face in the mirror across the hall. Curtains of mahogany brown hair encircled an oval face that looked gaunter by the day. Steve still told her she was beautiful. She wished he’d stop lying to her and tell the truth.

      Replace the posh woolly thing from Topshop with a pointed hat and switch out your Laura Evans jacket for a grey-green robe and you could start putting spells on people.

      She shook her head. ‘I’m tired, Mum. I need a holiday.’

      ‘Well, we’re always ready for you. Ah, here’s your dad. I’ll put him on a minute. I’ve got a casserole overboiling.’

      There was a click as the phone was put down, then a moment later Lily’s dad came on the line.

      ‘Hey sweetheart. I hear you’re having a bad day.’

      Lily couldn’t help but smile. While Sarah could be a little spiky even on a good day, Pete Markham had a voice that naturally soothed her. The voice that had read her bedtime stories for years just had something about it that made her feel safe.

      ‘Mum managed to relay that pretty quick,’ she said.

      ‘It’s a father’s natural instinct,’ Pete said. ‘Plus, it’s Wednesday. You always call on either a Monday or a Saturday. You haven’t called on a Wednesday since you had that water pipe burst last January.’

      ‘You remember that?’

      Pete chuckled. ‘I remember my little girl being upset.’

      Lily sighed. She had always been a Daddy’s girl. She had pretended to be dyslexic for two years in order to keep their story time together. She had only been forced to admit that she could read perfectly well when her mother had started to suggest a special school.

      ‘I’ll be all right,’ Lily said, trying to sound better than she felt. She stared at herself in the mirror again, struggling to see a twenty-six-year-old staring back. ‘How’s the van?’

      ‘It was a good summer,’ Pete said. ‘I sold out almost every day. Thinking of getting some kind of pumpkin hot dog thing going on for the autumn, though. Be a bit seasonal, and all that.’

      ‘Good luck. Save one for me.’

      ‘Will you get down for a visit?’

      ‘I don’t know. I mean, I’m flat out with work, even when the car’s running. And then of course, there’s the wedding….’

      ‘Ah, yes. Any more news on that?’

      Finally, Lily had cause to smile. She thought of Steve, the way he’d gone down on one knee, and her heart felt all squishy inside. The look in his eyes … the way the sun had glittered off the ring as he held it up … she’d dreamed of that moment since she was a little girl. She hadn’t expected it to come in the middle of a day out at London Zoo, but Steve claimed flamingoes were a symbol of love, so who was she to complain?

      ‘We’re both so busy with work, but probably it won’t happen until the spring. Steve wants something big, loads of people, all that. He said he’s only going to do it once, of course.’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      On the tabletop, Lily’s work phone began to buzz. She looked at it, recognising Jonas’s number.

      ‘Dad, I’d better go.’

      ‘Okay, dear. Just remember, whatever happens, we’re here for you. And currently so’s your old room, although your mother’s keen to turn it into some kind of craft space. She wants an art room, I want a wine store.’ Pete chuckled. ‘We’ll let you have the deciding vote. Don’t forget how I always used to pump up your bike tyres and lie to your mother about you peeing in the bath?’

      ‘Dad!’

      ‘Speak to you soon, sweetheart.’

      She said goodbye and hung up. Usually talking to Dad—and even talking to Mum—cheered her up, but the little icon flashing on her work phone was like a stone poking into her back. It was nearly nine. Jonas wasn’t above out of hours contact, but by nine he was usually in a wine bar wooing some potential new client or running one of his endless late-night marathons that he insisted on telling everyone about.

      She picked up the phone, her hand shaking, and pressed OPEN.

      My office on Floor 13, 9 a.m. tomorrow morning. For once, don’t be late.
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      Jonas, I’m sorry, it was beyond my control. It was a freak problem. It’ll never happen again.

      Lily repeated her apology like a mantra as the lift bore her up to the thirteenth and last floor of Davidson Tower. As the lights rose one by one, Lily stared at the plaque next to the control panel, one whose contents she had stared at a thousand times over the last four years, the bold proclamation burned into the back of her skull.

      Built in 1967, Davidson Tower is the home of Davidson Financial Services, founded by Sir Richard Davidson of Norfolk, United Kingdom. Founded by a man who made his own luck from the day he came kicking and screaming into the world, Davidson Financial Services has been a world leader in loans and finances for more than fifty years. “Countries kneel at the hand of war but pray at the altar of finance.”

      There was no mention of the thirteenth floor, but like Orwell’s Room 101, within the company it was legendary. Sir Richard had built the tower with thirteen floors in order to challenge fate itself, then built all the executive suites and offices there for the same reason, to laugh in the face of luck. Rather contradictorily, however, all the meeting rooms where negotiations took place were on Floor 7.

      From the lift, Jonas Davidson’s office was at the end of the corridor, the wall and door that blocked her view the only part of Floor 13 that didn’t appear to be made of glass. Lily gave a polite knock, then entered on command into a vertigo-inducing office in which there seemed to be no back wall, just an open space that looked out over London. It was an impressive view, for sure, but in a place where the edge of carpet had a little downturn before it touched the glass to give the illusion that it was falling away into nothing, she wondered how it was possible to concentrate.

      Jonas sat behind his desk, as usual on a call. He waved at her to sit on a sofa by the inside wall, as though he was about to give her a therapy session. Time management, perhaps, or how to know in advance whether a car has a freak fault or not. While she waited, she studied her boss and the company CEO. He looked pretty much how CEOs did on TV, handsome in a sunbed, possibly-surgically altered kind of way, but with an inwards tilt to his eyebrows and a hard set to his mouth that meant even when he was laughing he never looked truly happy. For some reason, with the cobalt grey of his suit, he reminded her of a rogue submarine, hunting through the seas for ships to torpedo without warning.

      He put down the phone and glanced at his watch. ‘Well, there’s a first time for everything.’ Then, clicking his fingers at her as though she were some kind of dog, he pointed at the chair across from his desk and said, ‘You may advance.’

      Lily took this to mean that she should leave the relative comfort of the sofa and sit directly across from him on the firing chair, which had sweat stains on the armrests from all the other employees who had made it their final destination on the way out of the company. At least, that was how the legend went.

      ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’

      Jonas just started at her. ‘You’re from Devon, are you not?’

      Lily nodded. Jonas could know every detail about her just by looking at his computer screen, but this was all part of the game.

      ‘Yes. Willow River.’

      ‘That’s a town name?’

      She nodded. ‘Well, more of a village. It only has about thirty houses. It’s just outside of Brentwell—’

      ‘That’s nice.’ Jonas leaned forward. ‘I’ve never willingly been to the countryside. I don’t like all the chitchat and the coffee mornings and the sitting around in parks. I find such trivial things a waste of time.’

      ‘Oh. That’s a shame.’

      ‘My father built this tower,’ Jonas said. ‘Do you know how many trees he had destroyed in order to break ground?’

      Lily smiled. ‘I don’t, but if you told me the square metreage of the site, I could make an educated guess.’

      Jonas nodded. ‘Educated. There’s another relevant word. You were the best in your class. Oxford, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Yes. Economics.’

      ‘You have all the goods, Lillian. You have the education, the smarts, you’re even beautiful—’

      Lily gave another awkward smile, wondering if it was her turn to be the subject of one of Jonas’s legendary advances. She had so far avoided it, but her engagement to Steve was now common knowledge and Jonas might view that as a challenge.

      ‘—although I would suggest finding a more upmarket hair stylist before your wedding day.’

      Lily’s smile dropped.

      ‘What you can’t seem to shake loose from is your heritage.’

      ‘My—’

      ‘You country folk, you just can’t adapt to city life. You can’t just amble along, pushing your wheelbarrow, leading your horse and cart, stopping to complain about the weather with Mabel or Earnest or whatever worryingly-back-in-vogue names all you country lot have.’ He punched a fist into a palm. ‘You have to have the drive—and I’m not talking about cars, here, although I understand that’s another of your shortcomings—and you have to have the nerve to get things done. Do you know how much money we didn’t make yesterday due to your tardiness?’

      Lily looked down. He was getting to the point now. ‘About half a million pounds?’

      ‘Nearly three quarters!’ Jonas said. ‘Do you know what we can buy with three quarters of a million pounds?’

      ‘A chateau in France?’

      ‘Stock! More and more stock! With careful management, that three quarters of a million could have been two million by the end of next week, had it not been for your inability to get to work on time. And not only that, but are you aware that you made the BBC News?’

      ‘Someone downstairs mentioned it—’

      ‘As a result, our own stock price dropped by almost a twentieth of a percent. Do you know how much money that is?’

      Lily grimaced. ‘Honestly, I have no idea.’

      ‘It’s due to this lack of consideration for what’s around you that I’ve had to come to this decision, Lillian. I like you. You have everything to succeed in financial management except the most important thing: city smarts. I don’t want to let you go, but I have no choice. Do you know how many applicants we had for your job?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘All of them.’ Jonas clicked his fingers again and pointed at the door. ‘Thank you for your efforts, Lillian. Collect your things on the way out. HR will arrange a decent severance, so there won’t be any reason for you to bother suing us.’

      Lily stood up. Her shoulders felt weak, her head too heavy. She shuffled towards the door, face smarting. The smug tycoon with his suit that cost the same as ten African villages set in motion a little roller ball ornament, then chuckled as he put a finger in between the swinging chrome balls to disrupt their clicking harmony.

      There wasn’t a single colour in the room that wasn’t a shade of black or metallic grey. Lily paused by the door and looked back.

      ‘You know, sir, what would look nice in here?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A house plant or two.’

      Jonas chuckled. ‘Plants don’t grow fast enough for my liking,’ he said. ‘Not like investments. That’s real life, right there. Do I need to call security?’

      Lily shook her head. ‘No. I’m going.’

      The lift took her back down. She stared at the plaque by the controls, wanting to rip it off the wall, but certain that it was either fitted too tight, or alarmed. The Davidson financial empire took no chances.

      It took her only a few minutes to collect her things. As she packed away her personal items—a photo of her family taken on a camping trip in Cornwall a few years ago, a little pink pig toy her nephew had given her for her last birthday, and a small ceramic house she had bought in Quimbeck in the Lake District on a trip with her university friends—she could only frown at how little actual stuff she had used in her job. Davidson Financial Services was a paperless company, and only the shiny laptop on her desk remained behind. Remembering the work phone, she took it out of her pocket and set it down on top of the closed laptop. Then, she looked up and around to see if anyone had noticed her departure.

      An engineer was standing by the coffee machine, the control panel open. A couple of other consultants were standing nearby, looking frustrated, but otherwise, all heads were down, the cubicle walls cutting off any possibility of contact.

      Buried in her work, this sanitised, soulless place had been her home from home the last four years. In a moment it had been pulled out from under her.

      Lily gulped. Then, without warning, the tears began to come. She stood there, her hands in her pockets, one hand encircling the toy pig, the other the ceramic house, tears streaming down her cheeks. No one looked up, no one said a word.

      After a couple of minutes, the sobbing stopped. As anonymously as she had worked, Lily headed for the exit, wondering what on earth she was going to do now.
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      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘I’m at a café on Holder Street. Finchley’s. Can you come and meet me?’

      ‘Aren’t you supposed to be at work?’

      ‘That’s just it. I got fired. My car broke down yesterday, and I missed an important meeting.’

      The other end of the line went quiet for a few seconds. Steve was on the Underground, and Lily hoped he had gone into a tunnel.

      ‘Oh, well, I suppose that could be a problem,’ he said at last.

      ‘I got a decent pay off,’ Lily said. ‘And they gave me a reference, which was a surprise. I’m not going to starve.’ She smiled. The sacking still hurt, but she was trying to look on the bright side, something her dad had always taught her.

      Life could always get worse.

      ‘And … we could even see each other more. I could come around to the studio and watch you work.’

      Again, a long pause. Another tunnel perhaps. The Underground really needed to put a few signal masts in.

      ‘Well, I mean, you could. That would be great.’

      ‘I wouldn’t get in the way—’

      ‘But I do need silence when I work.’

      ‘You’re always playing music.’

      ‘That gets me in the zone. So, does this mean I’m going to have to put in a government grant application? You are going to look for another job, aren’t you?’

      ‘Well, of course.’

      ‘Phew. So I can hold off the application for now?’

      Lily shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose so. We can talk more about it when you get here.’

      ‘Okay. I shouldn’t be long.’
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      Putting her own timekeeping troubles to shame, Lily was on her third coffee by the time Steve finally showed up. As he walked into Finchley’s, he held up two carrier bags from the art shop up the road and shrugged.

      ‘Sorry, I just couldn’t resist. You know what us artists are like. Shall I get you another coffee?’

      ‘I’ll have an orange juice. Otherwise I don’t think I’ll sleep tonight.’

      Steve dropped his goods down on the chair across from Lily and went to order the drinks. Lily glanced into the bag. A few packs of paint brushes and some oil paints. She gave an uneasy smile. He had gone for the expensive brands again. Perhaps now she was unemployed, she ought to ask for her credit card back. They would certainly have to talk about a little downsizing, at least until she could get another job.

      Steve came back over. He set the drinks down, then leaned over and kissed her cheek before sitting down opposite. ‘So, all that country timing caught up with you, did it? Isn’t that what he called it last time?’

      Lily sighed. ‘You know, I had a look back at my diary. It was only the third time in the last year. Once was due to a bus driver’s strike. Admittedly the other was when I overslept after you switched off my alarm—’

      ‘I don’t think blaming me will solve anything.’

      ‘I’m not blaming you. It’s just a fact. And the third was yesterday. A little harsh, don’t you think?’

      Steve shrugged. ‘Perhaps it was just an excuse. How much did you get in severance?’

      ‘Six months.’

      Steve nodded. ‘Well, that’s pretty good. And if you get a new job soon, you can double down. Maybe I can afford a bigger studio—’

      ‘I was thinking of taking a couple of months off.’

      Steve frowned. ‘Why?’

      Lily shook her head. ‘I don’t know, perhaps because for the last four years I’ve worked roughly seventy hours a week and haven’t taken a single holiday in all that time.’

      ‘Yeah, but what would you do?’

      ‘Maybe I could do an art course or something. Perhaps you could teach me.’

      Steve suppressed a sigh. ‘I’m pretty busy with the new project. Look, I have an idea. Why don’t we go away for the weekend? You know, book a posh place in the Lake District or something, somewhere inspiring. After that, you’ll feel better.’ He leaned over and patted her hand. ‘I know job hunting is hard. You might have to downsize a little, but with Davidson’s on your resume, you’ll get something easily.’

      ‘But maybe I want to take a break.’

      Steve let go of her hand and sat back. ‘Are you really thinking about this clearly? This is London. You can’t just sit around unemployed. You have rent to pay. And what about me?’

      Lily bit her tongue. She didn’t want to say it, because she knew they would have an argument, and right now she wanted nothing less. But the words gnawed at her like a rat biting her shoe.

      ‘Perhaps you could sell some of your work?’

      Steve stared at her. ‘So you’re making this about money now, are you? I’m an artist, Lily. It’s not about money.’

      ‘It is when it’s about mine.’

      Steve rolled his eyes, then looked from side to side while giving a fishlike pout. Lily had always found him so handsome, but she hated it when he did this. It took twenty years off him, regressing him into a petulant twelve-year-old who had found cress sandwiches in his school lunch instead of tuna-mayo.

      ‘So you think I’m sponging off you, do you? I can’t believe you’d accuse me of something like that.’

      ‘Steve—’

      He pushed back his chair and stood up. Then, almost as an afterthought, he picked up the bags of art supplies and waved them in front of him. ‘I’ll take this back. Right now. Will that make you happy?’

      ‘You don’t have to—’

      ‘It will, won’t it? It’s always been about money with you.’

      Before Lily could say anything else, Steve had turned and stormed out, the bell over Finchley’s door giving an angry little rattle as the door bumped shut behind him. Lily stared at the door, trying not to cry, then gathered her things together and made to leave, but not before visiting the toilet. After all, she had drunk three large coffees while waiting for Steve, and now that she was stuck with buses while her car was being repaired, she didn’t know when she might get another chance.

      Conveniently, it had begun to rain. The hot August afternoon seemed to steam as the rain came down, leaving Lily both wet and sweaty. Halfway to the bus stop, she gave up and just ducked into the nearest pub.

      At two in the afternoon, it was almost empty. A couple of suits with their ties loosened were playing pool, while a greybeard in an anorak was sitting at the bar, sipping a pint while watching horse racing on a television hung from the ceiling.

      ‘What can I get you?’ a woman behind the bar asked.

      ‘A Manhattan.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘It’s a cocktail.’

      The woman smiled. ‘The Ritz is a couple of stops up the Tube. This is a pub, dear. If you tell me what to put in it, I’ll have a decent go, but if you want cherries and fancy umbrellas and all that, you’ll have to nip up to the Tesco Metro.’ She grinned. ‘I’ll hold your stool.’

      Lily looked around at the lines of beer taps and spirits. ‘You do have a toilet, don’t you?’ she asked the woman.

      ‘This is a pub, dear, so yes.’

      Lily smiled. ‘In that case, I’ll have a pint.’
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      You could take the bumpkin out of the countryside, but not the countryside out of the bumpkin, Lily reasoned, as she half stumbled, half skipped up the road from the bus stop. After a few uneasy moments getting off the bus, she was feeling a little more confident now that she recognised the park just down the street from her flat. The cones and ticker-taped fence surrounding a section of crumbling pavement was still there, as was Old Len, the local tramp, sitting on the bench outside the park. The new sky blue Merc that someone down the street owned was still there, now parked in the same spot where she had always parked. It didn’t matter. She didn’t care.

      She had lost a lot of money over the last couple of hours, but regained a little of her enjoyment of life. Gary, the greybeard, had turned out to be an even worse pool player than she, fluffing a final black chance to beat Jim and Phillip, the two account managers skiving off from Lloyds TSB for the afternoon. Thrilled with their victory, Lily had bought the tequilas in but turned down the offer of an early trip to a club, waving them off as they swayed up the street, the lads on either side with Gary in the middle, an arm round the shoulder of each. Feeling a general anger over her life, she had given them all the cash out of her wallet—just over two
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