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Chapter 10.

Now

A fortnight after our drinks at the Ribs, I meet Ash at his place for coffee on Saturday morning.

Top-floor apartment, middle four windows.

Before pressing the buzzer, I pause on the pavement, my mind electric with emotion. I picture Jamie and me coming to view this place together, if things had been different. Agreeing a price. Moving in. Might it be us living here now, in another life?

I shake it off as Ash buzzes me up. When I walk out of the lift, he’s right there waiting for me, barefoot in jeans and a dark-blue sweater. He’s got a couple of days’ worth of stubble on his face, and it looks pretty good.

As he leans forward to kiss me hello, I know from the way my stomach flexes that I’m attracted to him. I’ve been thinking about him a lot, much more than I usually would after a couple of weeks and zero official dates. But whether that’s down to how similar he is to Jamie, it’s hard to know.

Inside, Ash shows me into the main living area. The space is vast, and crisp with the lemony light of early summer. Exposed brickwork spans the room, along with runs of steel pipework, plus two enormous central steel columns. It smells ever so faintly industrial, of bricks and concrete and past lives.

I walk over to the windows, from which I can see the spot where I stood in the mist that Boxing Day with Jamie. It all looks so different today in the sunlight, beneath an unflinching blue sky.

I follow Ash around the rest of the space. It’s double-height and super airy, with heritage windows, double-stacked of course, and concrete ceiling beams. Even the floors are stunning – polished concrete in submarine grey. The lighting and electricals zone everything subtly, playing off the building’s heritage.

We return to the view. I reach out and touch one of the windows with my fingertips. The frame feels fridge-cold against my skin.

Ash is at my shoulder. ‘Incredible, aren’t they?’

‘They look original.’

He nods. ‘Just with some secondary glazing inserted behind. I grilled the agent on every last detail about the place. I’ve got . . . a bit of a window fetish, I’m afraid.’

I turn to him. ‘Sorry?’

He half smiles. ‘Figuratively speaking. Not an actual fetish.’

I laugh this off with a lightness I don’t feel. Am I being played here? Is the joke on me?

Are you doing this on purpose? And if so, how?

Because the man Ash so closely resembles – my ex-boyfriend Jamie – is dead. He was killed nearly a decade ago, aged just twenty, in a car accident less than two miles from where we lived. There was a vicious thunderstorm that night, and even now, I feel snakes in my stomach every time it rains.

And now – unbelievably – here is someone who is, in every conceivable way, the man Jamie was destined to become.

I turn back to the room. The space is undeniably stunning, but it is virtually devoid of any personal touches, save for a single framed picture on the far wall, above the sofa.

And it’s a painting I’d recognise anywhere. One I’ve pored over and admired for more hours than I care to remember.

I go over to it. Take a breath.

Nighthawks. Edward Hopper.

‘Coffee?’ Ash asks, as I’m staring at the painting and trying to right my breathing.

‘Please.’

While he’s making it, I turn away from the Hopper and walk over to his bookcase. I can’t help myself. I need to check if they’re there. The shelving itself is laminate – an actual crime, in an apartment like this – but I can’t pay attention to that now. There’s only one thing I’m looking for.

The collection is sparse – probably no more than ten or fifteen books in total, which makes it easy to spot them. A Place of My Own: The Architecture of Daydreams. Analysing Architecture. Art and Illusion. All arranged together, in order of height.

‘Sorry,’ Ash says, from the kitchen area. ‘It’s not the sexiest book collection you’ll ever see.’

For so long, my only wish in the world has been to have just one more conversation with Jamie. To tell him how much I still love him. To show him everything that’s changed since I last saw him. To hold him and kiss him again, tell him I would have waited ten more lifetimes for another chance to see him smile.

The coffee’s ready. Mind spinning, I perch on a stool at the enormous hulk of a kitchen island, which is about the size of a ten-seater dining table. I can see the river from here, framed by the windows like a polyptych artwork.

Jamie would have loved this place.

‘So, what’s the verdict?’ Ash passes me a coffee in a satin-black mug.

‘He’d have loved it.’

‘Sorry?’

A kick of panic in my chest. I stare at him for a couple of moments.

Ash smiles, like he thinks there’s a joke he’s not getting. ‘Who would have loved it?’

A beat passes. ‘No-one. Sorry. Misheard you.’

He appears to shake it off, then tries again. ‘Verdict on the décor?’

My eyes alight on a copy of the River Cafe Cook Book. I blink back memories of Jamie’s copy, sauce-splattered and dog-eared, back at Edinburgh Road.

Come on, Neve. Pull yourself together.

‘Well, that depends,’ I say, sipping my coffee, which is just how I like it, strong and smooth. ‘How much are you looking to spend?’

He grimaces. ‘Not a fortune, sadly. I spent enough buying it in the first place.’

How are we ever going to afford something like that?

Mortgage ourselves up to the eyeballs and die broke and in debt, obviously.

But we’ll be happy.

Ash misinterprets my expression. ‘I inherited some money from my grandmother. Could never have afforded it otherwise. As it is, I’m mortgaged up to the eyeballs.’

I open my mouth to tell him I wasn’t making assumptions about his finances, but he’s already moved on.

‘It all depends on what you’d suggest.’

‘Well, we’re definitely not talking about spending a fortune. First, I’d say you need to energise the space with some colour.’ I get up with my coffee and cross the room towards the sofa – a blank block of charcoal grey, no cushions, no pattern. ‘But you don’t want to overcrowd it, or complicate it. You just need a few well-judged additions.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well, most people would be tempted to buy everything vintage, but you need to work some modern pieces in too or it will end up looking . . . too theme-y.’

‘Theme-y. Exactly. I was worried about that.’

‘But you can nod to it. Don’t be afraid of vintage, but don’t flood the place with it either, you know? You could go for some reworked industrial pieces, which will give you enough of a modern twist.’

He is frowning, nodding. ‘Reworked pieces. Yes.’

I press my palm against a warm patch of sunlit brickwork. ‘And brick’s a gift, actually. It can carry bright colours really well, so don’t be afraid to be bold. It’s all quite monochrome in here. Plus, brass and steel always make a good textural contrast to brickwork, which you could achieve with lamps or picture frames.’ I glance at him, and he’s smiling. ‘What?’ I say, smiling uncertainly back at him.

‘No, it’s . . .’ He shakes his head. ‘I love how passionate you are. Carry on.’

‘Well, I always advise clients to experiment with texture – if you use different materials, it can help the place to feel cosy, even though it’s a big space.’ I spin round, taking in the scale of the room again. ‘So, you could use curtains in here, instead of blinds, for example. Oh, and you need a few lamps, to create a softer ambiance . . . and you could actually ask Parveen for ideas about art. She’s kind of our in-house expert.’

‘I could just buy more Hopper.’

I smile. ‘Definitely not. That much I do know. You need to mix it up.’

Ash walks over to the pendant lampshades suspended over the table and kitchen area. They’re a strange shade of bottle green that’s far too heavy for the airy space. ‘What about these?’

‘I’d actually recommend glass.’

‘The filament-style ones? I quite like those.’

I shake my head. ‘Too much. I’ll find you some good ones.’

He tops up our coffees and we go outside onto the balcony. The punchy scent of river water is drifting up towards us, mingled with the fragrance of blossom.

‘So, where did you live before this?’ I ask.

‘Actually, for a while . . . Airbnbs. Friends’ sofas. My parents’ place, for a few months.’ He lets out a breath. ‘My girlfriend and I were sharing a place together, but . . .’

I wait for the pause to unfold.

‘I found out . . . she’d been seeing someone else.’

‘I’m sorry. How long had you been—’

‘Two years. Missed all the signs.’ He shakes his head, sips his coffee. ‘How about you? Do you . . . live with anyone?’

‘No. I’ve . . . been focusing on work recently, really. I broke up with someone last year.’ I throw him a look of solidarity. ‘He was seeing a friend of mine, I think. They’re getting married now. He rang me a couple of weeks back, to tell me.’

Ash looks appalled. ‘God. That’s brutal. At least Tabitha had the decency to slink off and never contact me again.’

‘It’s fine,’ I assure him, with a smile. ‘I don’t think by the end I was really in love with him anyway.’

And then – maybe it is something about the way Ash returns my smile, that kilowatt gaze of his, that makes my mind pivot back to Jamie. I still can’t work out why Ash resembles him so closely. Is it linked to the accident, his lightning strike? I don’t see how it can be, and I have no idea yet how the dots join up. But something about it all is nagging at me. The personality change he says he went through.

‘Can I ask you something? If you don’t mind talking about it.’

‘Sure.’

I try not to picture Jamie, his twisted body in the road, being pummelled by falling rain. ‘What . . . happened on the night of your accident?’

He sips his coffee, takes a few moments to answer. ‘I don’t have massively clear memories of it, actually. But from what I can remember, and the stuff I’ve been told, it was this insane weather, like . . . the most apocalyptic storm you’ve ever seen. And I was at a mate’s flat, and he had this little balcony, and being the idiot I was, I thought I’d go outside and—’ He breaks off, shakes his head. ‘Actually, I honestly don’t know what I was doing. Squaring up to the lightning, or something.’

Despite myself, I smile. ‘Wow. Picking a fight with a thunderstorm?’

‘Like I said. I was an idiot back then. Anyway, that was when . . . I was hit.’

‘What did it feel like?’

‘No idea, thankfully. I can’t remember.’

‘And afterwards?’

‘I was in hospital for a week.’

‘Were you injured? Physically, I mean.’

‘Some burns. And broken ribs from the CPR.’

‘CPR? You mean—’

He nods. ‘Yeah. My heart did actually stop beating. They had to bring me back.’

‘That’s crazy,’ I say quietly.

‘Yeah. I’m . . . insanely lucky.’ He lets out a breath. ‘What else? I have some scars on my chest.’

‘From the lightning?’

He nods. ‘I’m like, a much cooler Harry Potter.’

‘Is that how you introduce yourself to girls in bars?’

‘Oh, so that’s where I’ve been going wrong.’

I smile. Then I take a breath, start to probe again in a way I know I probably shouldn’t. But I feel a deep, elemental need to know. ‘And mentally . . . you said you felt different too? Like you’d had a personality change?’

‘Well, the best way to describe it is as though I’d had this bolt of clarity. Like I’d been sleepwalking up till that point. That was when I quit medicine, moved to London to train as an architect. Everyone around me thought I’d lost my mind, obviously. They all thought I had a brain injury or something.’

‘And . . . did you?’ I ask, as delicately as possible.

‘Did I what?’

‘Have a brain injury.’

He shakes his head. ‘Thankfully, no. Given that most people in my position – they wouldn’t have survived. Or they’d have had severe brain damage, or been in a coma, or had long-term neurological issues. I mean, I do get occasional nerve pain, but nothing like what I could be living with. That’s why I find the whole “lightning strike” thing a bit frustrating. The novelty factor. Because actually, it can destroy lives. Has destroyed lives.’

‘And your family and friends,’ I press. ‘You said they think you’re like a different person?’

He nods. ‘Yeah. I guess because after it happened, I seemed to have this sudden sense of . . . disconnect from them. Like the people and things I’d known my whole life felt . . . I don’t know. Alien. Like they were nothing to do with me. And my memories from before the accident became patchy. I could only seem to remember stuff when people prompted me. I had this very definite sense of . . . being dropped into a life I didn’t recognise. And that was upsetting for everyone.’

‘But for you?’

He takes a couple of moments to consider this, as though it’s the first time anyone has asked. ‘Not . . . so much. People kept telling me I’d changed, and I knew it objectively, but I couldn’t feel it, you know? And the thing is, leaving my old life behind actually felt good. Because people change all the time, right? They grow, become better versions of themselves.’

I nod. They do, but . . . ‘Didn’t you ever think it was strange, though? Didn’t you want an explanation?’

He shrugs. ‘No, because it wasn’t medical. Looking back, it was more like . . . a life stage. A wake-up call.’

‘But your family never accepted it.’

‘No. And it is hard for me to think they still pine for the loud-mouthed idiot I was back then. But it’s been nearly nine years. I guess as time moves on, I’m hoping they might forget who was I before and concentrate on who I am now.’

He tells me about his twin sister, an anaesthetist who lives in Norwich. But he says they don’t hang out much.

‘We don’t have . . . loads in common any more. She’s still a bit of a wild child, I guess you could say.’ He shakes his head. ‘I know I’m supposed to miss Gabi, and the bond we used to have, but . . . I guess I’ve just moved on.’

‘Sorry. Feel like I’m grilling you a bit.’

He smiles. ‘I do normally have to be a couple of whiskies down before I get into stuff like this, but with you . . . I guess not.’ He tips his coffee cup to me in a kind of toast as I feel his ankle find mine.





Chapter 11.

I first see Lara again on Sunday morning as I’m heading home from a spin class. She is walking towards me along London Street with a man, her hand wound into his. She’s wearing a long blue-and-white dress that billows around her ankles. Her blonde curls are cropped shorter now, and she’s thinner than she used to be. But it is her smile I recognise first. Like sunshine slicing through cloud.

We’ve not spoken since that night. For years I pictured seeing her again, coming face to face. I practised what I would say. I wondered if anger would overwhelm me, if I might reach out and slap her, or throw a drink at her, if I had one to hand.

She glances up now, sees me. Stops walking. Our eyes meet.

I watch as her boyfriend (or maybe it’s her husband) follows her gaze. As he looks at me, I know he knows. She’s told him everything.

She swallows, takes another couple of steps forward. I do the same.

I can recall very little about our conversation, the last time we spoke. Though I do remember knowing that I never wanted to see her again.

The sky today is surly and grey, the air heavy with humidity. It keeps threatening to rain, a few errant spots landing here and there. It suddenly seems fitting, somehow, as for me, rain is the weather of loss and heartbreak.

Despite everything, her face reflects none of my trepidation. Her eyes glow warm and bright. ‘Neve. Hi. How are you?’

It’s an almost unfathomable question, but Lara always did have a habit of launching into huge, unassailable topics, no matter the context. (As we were getting ready to go out: How many different kinds of love do you reckon there are? Over dinner: Do you think addiction is nature or nurture? While we were watching TV: Would you say cancer’s mostly genetic or environmental?)

It was one of the things I loved most about her. How deeply she made me think.

‘You’re back,’ is all I manage, one of the million things I could say.

‘Temporarily. Family stuff.’ She glances up at the man by her side. ‘This is Felix. Felix, meet Neve.’

He puts out his free hand and grips mine, looks me right in the eyes. His demeanour is gentle and warm, and he is very tall, just as my mother said. Six foot three at least, possibly taller. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

Is it? I think, the cordiality catching me off guard. You must know our history. And then, You’re American.

‘Felix is my—’

Don’t say husband. Please don’t say husband. I’m not sure I can face hearing about Lara getting married without me. Even though I uninvited her to my own life many years ago.

‘—boyfriend.’

I nod, then can’t come up with anything else to say. Even though there is so much. Too much.

‘You know what,’ Felix says. His voice is very soothing, a deep river of charm. ‘I have some things I need to catch up on, so why don’t you go ahead and grab a coffee? I can see you back at the house.’

What house? I think, wildly, and then, Who are you to suggest we go for coffee?

Lara looks at me. ‘Do you have some time?’

Even just a couple of weeks ago, I’m sure I would have shaken my head and walked away. But everything has changed since then. I have met Ash, who reminds me so much of Jamie, I’ve been pulled unexpectedly back into my life of nearly a decade ago, of which Lara was a huge, unalterable part.

‘Okay,’ I say.

Felix puts an arm around Lara’s shoulders and squeezes her, then pecks her tenderly on the head. ‘You going to be okay?’

She nods meekly, and straight away I marvel at how much she has changed, that when I last knew her, she would have baulked at such over-protectiveness. She might even have shoved an elbow into his ribs.

But she doesn’t do that. And I don’t even comment with my eyes, as I would have done once, because it is no longer my place to.

 

Lara suggests a cafe we both used to love, and though it feels all wrong to go there – to time-travel back to the days when she was my closest friend – I agree.

Back then, I wouldn’t have known how to survive nine days without her, let alone nine years. But after the accident, my anger became like a creature living inside me. Over the years that followed, I missed her so badly the pain of it felt physical sometimes. But I simply couldn’t picture her face without picturing what she’d done too.

She tried hard to make contact at first, sending postcards and letters and emails, leaving messages. She even dropped in on my mum a couple of times. But I never responded. A few years passed, then she sent me an email from a work account, a couple of WhatsApps. But I deleted them unread. It made me angry, the idea of her thinking the years would have smoothed away the sharpness of what had happened.

She stopped trying after that.

‘You look great, Neve,’ she says now, as we regard each other across the table.

She looks mostly the same as she did back then. Her teeth are a little straighter and whiter, maybe. Her skin carries a few new creases. Her face has lost its adolescent plumpness, which makes her blue eyes seem even more striking, somehow. Freckles pepper her cheeks and nose. She always got them in summer, would try to cover them with concealer, until I persuaded her not to.

My heart is a starfish in my chest. My oldest friend is right in front of me. Right here.

Our server comes to take our order. Lara asks for black decaf. I go for espresso, maybe to indicate I don’t plan on staying long.

‘Neve. There are some things I need to say to you.’

I shake my head. ‘Not now. I can’t do that . . . now.’

Her expression recalibrates slightly. Perhaps she had a speech prepared. Maybe, like me, she’s stood in front of myriad mirrors over the years, mouthing the words she imagines it will make her feel better to say.

‘Tell me about Felix,’ I say instead. Because, despite everything, I know I’m happy for her. I guess some instincts you can’t overturn.

She smiles, and it glitters. Love has blazed its trail across her face. ‘He’s from California. Well, he was born in Chicago, but he moved to Santa Cruz a few years ago.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘I beat him at pool, at a house party in St John’s Wood. He used to be a professional tennis player, so he was used to winning everything. Anyway, he found me later and challenged me to a rematch, obviously, but I was enjoying this amazing view out on the balcony, overlooking the cricket ground. The sun was coming up, so we just stayed out there talking. And he ended up trying to explain cricket to me, which was hilarious, because it was obvious he didn’t have a clue, so I just waited for him to finish like I didn’t either, then I told him he’d got practically all of it wrong. And when I started explaining what actually happens when one side declares, I don’t think his ego could quite handle it, so to shut me up he kissed me, and . . . Well. Here we are.’

I smile, because I can just imagine her calculating exactly the right moment at which to take him down. ‘Whose place was it?’ I ask, wondering exactly how much a balcony flat overlooking Lord’s sets a person back these days.

‘The director of a film I was working on. I’m . . . a production designer now.’

I know this, of course, because I stalk her online from time to time, checking her IMDb and Wikipedia like she’s an ex I can’t get over. She started out in the theatre before moving into TV and film, recently working on a BAFTA-winning series set in the 1800s and even an Oscar-nominated film, a science-fiction love story.

Before I can stop it, I feel second-hand pride bloom in my belly.

‘So are you . . . Will you move to America? To be with Felix? Is it better for work out there?’

She hesitates. ‘I think . . . I’ll probably move in with him at some point, yeah.’

The server returns and sets down our drinks.

‘Is he retired?’

Lara laughs. ‘Ha. No. He’s in tech. He co-founded a robotics company.’

‘Tennis to robotics? That’s . . .’

‘I know. He’s one of those infuriating people with the Midas touch. And he’s insanely intelligent. Honestly, Neve, sometimes he starts talking and I just have to stop him and say, I literally have no idea what you’re on about.’ She laughs. ‘And we go to these dinner parties, and . . . they’re on another level, some of the people he hangs out with. Seriously. So clever. All these investors and tech people and serial entrepreneurs.’

I think about how protective Felix seemed just now. I picture him lecturing her about cricket or robotics or the Nasdaq, and I wonder if it’s possible Lara can have become a completely different person in the years since I last saw her. ‘You’re intelligent,’ I remind her, in case she’s somehow forgotten how she barely needed to study for those A-stars in her exams.

She meets my eye and smiles. ‘Bad choice of word. I guess I meant we’re from very different worlds. But I love him to bits, Neve. From that first night, I was just . . . blindsided by him. Like, I knew he was my person, you know? I’d never felt that way about anyone before.’

I think of Jamie, and swallow.

‘And actually, I have you to thank.’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah. Remember that night you came to get me? After—’

‘Yes,’ I say, because I’ll never forget that night. How it sat in my stomach for weeks afterwards, the way close calls usually do.

‘Well, you told me that night that I deserved better, that I deserved someone who knew my worth, and . . . I never forgot it, Neve. I thought about it for years afterwards, and . . . Felix was the first guy I met who truly fitted that description. So.’ She holds my gaze for a couple of moments, and I am taken right back to that horrible night, the way she cried and doubted herself, and the fury that flared inside me on her behalf.

‘And you?’ she says. ‘Are you seeing anyone? What about work? I want to know everything.’

I tell her about my job, that I’m hoping to be promoted, that I’m probably borderline workaholic but wouldn’t have it any other way. I describe my house, all the work I’ve put into renovating it over the years.

‘Oh,’ she says, her eyes lighting up. ‘You’d love Felix’s place. It’s a designer’s dream, honestly. It overlooks Monterey Bay. It’s completely insane.’

She gets out her phone to show me, and as I look through images of the panoramic views and pool, of the walk-in wardrobes and floating staircases, of the wine cellar and movie room – the calibre of interiors, frankly, I could only dream of having the budget to execute – I realise this man is rich. Like, off-the-charts wealthy.

‘Lara,’ I say, looking at her.

She makes a face. ‘I know. Sorry. I’m honestly not trying to brag. I had no idea when I met him.’ She puts her phone away. ‘Anyway. You never answered my question.’

‘What question?’ I say, though of course I know.

‘Are you seeing anyone?’ She speaks tactfully, like an addiction counsellor trying to discern whether or not I’ve fallen off the wagon.

I swallow. ‘There’s someone . . . I like. Through work. But it’s not . . . turned into anything yet.’ I don’t mention, of course, how much this person resembles Jamie. That there are so many similarities between them, it’s starting to feel weird.

She smiles, says something about a boy from school I don’t quite catch because I keep getting distracted by the fact that we’re sitting in this cafe, chatting as if we’re spin class buddies, as if we have no history, as if we don’t know the meaning of tragedy. Fear keeps rising inside me in waves: did I make a mistake by cutting her out of my life? Was I too stubborn, too unreasonable? But then I remind myself of what happened that night, and the queasiness of doubt subsides.

If I’d known talking to Lara would feel this physical, I’d have forgone the espresso.

‘So tell me about this guy,’ she says, but suddenly it’s too much, this muddle in my head of Ash and Jamie and now Lara being back . . . and I have no idea how to feel about any of it.

‘Actually,’ I say, checking a watch that isn’t on my wrist, ‘I really have to go.’

‘Please give me your number,’ she says, like she’s been fully expecting me to try to leg it. Across the table, she covers my hand with hers, and it feels nice and absurd all at once, a bit like it does when my mum tries to touch me. ‘I really want to see you again, Neve. It’s been way too long. Please.’

I hesitate, then make the mistake of looking right into her eyes. They are the beautiful, depthless blue of Californian skies, and I have missed them. ‘Okay,’ I say.

She passes me her phone, and I tap in my number, then pass it back to her. Straight away, I hear my own phone buzz.

She meets my eye and smiles. ‘Just wanted to make sure.’

I nod, and pull on my jacket, grab my bag.

‘This was nice,’ she says.

At this, finally, it ignites inside me: the anger and indignation, a white-hot flare of fury. Do you think because we’ve had coffee, all is forgotten? Do you really think this is all it takes?

‘I know you don’t want to talk about that night,’ Lara says, ‘but I have to say this to you, before you go. I’m so sorry, Neve. I’m so sorry about what happened.’

I just stare at her. She’s told me this before, of course, but maybe this time – maybe – I am finally ready to hear it.





Chapter 12.

Late morning on Monday, Parveen returns from an on-site meeting at Millbrook and strides straight over to my desk.

‘I need to brief you on something.’

I’m absorbed in adding notes to a presentation for the design of a wellness spa in the basement of a house in Cambridge. It’s one of those dream projects that gives you rare licence to really indulge (hello infrared sauna, sun tunnels and Roman bathhouse tiling) because the owners have a ridiculously roomy budget and want high-end everything, no expense spared.

‘Now?’ I ask her, suspecting this might be to do with Ash.

‘Now.’

You can overhear pretty much everything in our open-plan office, so I’m relieved to follow Parveen into one of the glass-walled meeting rooms.

The Kelley Lane offices made me melt, the first time I walked into them. They’re on the ground floor of a converted Edwardian house on Newmarket Road, open-plan and high-ceilinged, with walls the colour of rock salt and floors of pristinely weathered oak. Our desks sit on vintage-style pastel rugs – all cabling discreetly disguised, of course – and the space is finished with potted plants and Parveen-recommended artwork. There is a space-age coffee machine and a handful of bladeless fans, but we keep the ugly office printer out of sight in a cupboard. The air is fragranced with Jo Malone, and whenever we meet in here with clients or contractors, they always seem inclined to linger. I’ve sometimes wondered if it’s all just Kelley’s way of making us willing to work longer hours.

After the accident, driven by grief and anger and a thunderbolt of momentum that took even my own breath away, I started working so hard that my final-year projects and grades turned to solid gold. By the time I applied for the post at Kelley’s, I’d already interned for her three times. I’ll for ever be indebted to her for hiring me permanently, because it allowed me to fulfil the potential that Jamie so often insisted I had.

Parveen shuts the door behind us, crosses her arms. She hasn’t even removed her jacket. ‘Exactly what have you done to Mr Heartwell?’

A tiny glitter canon goes off in my stomach. ‘Er, I’m not sure?’

‘Well, he wouldn’t shut up about you the whole time I was on site today. He kept raving about how talented you are, and how much you’ve got in common, and how easy you are to talk to.’

I try and fail to hold back a smile. I messaged Parveen as soon as I left Ash’s apartment on Saturday – after a second coffee and a peck on the cheek goodbye – to let her know that yes, it had gone well, but no, we didn’t kiss.

‘God, Parveen, you’d have loved his apartment. It’s one of the old mills on the river, and the conversion is completely—’

Parveen raises a hand. ‘I’ll Google it later. What I want to know is, did you honestly not make a move?’

‘No!’ I say, laughing. ‘We just had coffee. It was all very platonic.’

And though technically this is true, it’s about a million miles away from how I really feel.

‘Well, that’s the opposite of what he’s thinking, believe me. He could not stop talking about you.’

In lots of ways, Parveen has come to replace Lara in my life. Or, not replace – but fill part of the gap she left, maybe. Other acquaintances feel more casual – spin class buddies, ex-colleagues. The kind of people you meet for coffee rather than confide in. But Parveen has become the latter.

I think I probably told her about what happened to Jamie within a week of meeting her. She knows he’s the only man I’ve ever loved; that I’ve been semi-serious about just three people in the nine years since he died. She’s aware of what happened with Leo, of how cynical I’ve become about love, how laser-focused on work. Sometimes, when she’s describing something nice she’s done with Maz and the twins, I get the impression she’s trying to remind me that there is still magic to be found in long-term relationships.

Parveen taps a manicured fingernail against the table. She takes her nails very seriously. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her without French tips. ‘So. Are you going to see him again?’

‘I want to, but . . .’ He’s so much like my dead boyfriend, I can’t breathe, sometimes. ‘I’m busy, and after what went on with Leo . . .’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Two terrible reasons. You know as well as I do that Ash is a catch-with-a-capital-C. Trust me, if I wasn’t with Maz, I’d be fighting you for him.’

‘You don’t fight over boys,’ I say, with a smile.

‘Actually, I threw a pint of lemonade over someone once, when I thought she was coming on to Maz. Guess who it turned out to be?’

‘I couldn’t possibly.’

‘His sister. I’d never met her before. I wanted to die. Lucky for me, his family are a very discreet bunch. In that it’s been brought up at every single family occasion since. If I never see another bottle of R.White’s in my life it’ll be too soon.’

Kelley floats past the glass doors in a fitted floral dress, presumably back from a meeting somewhere. Auto-matically, we both get to our feet.

‘You never told me that before,’ I say to Parveen, with a smile.

She pauses with her hand on the door. ‘That’s because I wanted you to think I’m way too well adjusted for cat-fighting in bars, obviously. Anyway. Are we decided? You’re going for it, with Ash?’

I wish it could be that simple. But the truth is, I’ve been trying to find Jamie again ever since he died. Which I know to be about as healthy and rational as my mother fantasising that my dad might one day come home.

And Ash is so much Jamie, I can’t imagine that getting into something with him is going to solve my problem.





Chapter 13.

Then

For Christmas that first year of uni, Jamie’s parents bought us tickets to see London Grammar the following spring. Since the gig was in London, the weekend of Jamie’s birthday, they were also treating us to a night in a posh hotel – a gesture that made me wonder if they were finally on the way to accepting me – and had booked a table for the four of us in some trendy Mayfair restaurant. I was excited to spend a weekend doing things we’d never normally have been able to afford. Or that I wouldn’t, anyway.

Work at uni had ramped up that spring. Not for me so much – having spent most of my contact time that year in the print and dye workshop, my main focus now was on writing a research essay on the role of smart materials in textile design, the pace of which was fairly relaxed. Jamie, on the other hand, had been frantically juggling essays, drawings, models and presentations, in between site visits and workshops, in preparation for assessment at the end of the year.

He had military focus. We didn’t go out much. He’d take his laptop to bed, then get up early to flip through library books on land law, and health and safety, and building regulations. He said working hard was how his brother Harry had got to where he was, and how his dad had made his fortune. He carried around notes on topics far beyond my sphere of curiosity, like ideological positions in architecture, and the impact of green buildings on sustainable development. I’d watch him sketching plans of every kind of structure from cinemas to cricket pavilions as he drank his morning coffee. I knew he was driven primarily by ambition – he wanted to have his name on something iconic, to be known for a famous building. Something world-class, he told me, like a concert hall, or a museum, or a city skyline landmark. He always said he wanted to be the next Norman Foster. ‘I’m going to design the next Gherkin,’ he would say. And I didn’t doubt for a moment that one day, he would.

I envied his drive, sometimes. I was still toying with the idea of working in interior design, so had been paying more attention to the relevant parts of my course, like workshops on how to use CAD, and the employer engagement project briefing us to produce six different designs of curtain. I started buying interiors magazines, and creating scrapbooks and mood boards of rooms that inspired me. I followed interior designers on Instagram. I let the thought of it percolate. I went to bed dreaming of warehouse conversions, and the apartment Jamie and I were going to live in one day.

 

The arrangement for the gig was that Jamie would go to London a night early, to catch up with his parents and attend some architectural function with his dad. He would meet me off the train at Liverpool Street the next day.

Jamie had visited London a handful of times that year, to see his parents. I’d gone with him twice. His dad had ended up renting out the Soho flat, so when we visited, we stayed with them in Putney.

From the outside, the Putney house was Edwardian period perfection: red brick, with a wooden-framed porch and mock-Tudor cladding and timbers on the front apex. But inside, it felt like exposure therapy for migraine sufferers. It had been stripped of any residual character – whether by Jamie’s parents or the previous owners, I wasn’t sure and couldn’t ask – resulting in a mish-mash of laminate flooring, a series of increasingly bizarre lampshades, fireplaces painted in garish colours and a jumble of furniture spanning several architectural periods. The only bit I liked was the garden – long and wild and unkempt, it was somewhere I felt I could sneak away to, and there were always a couple of deckchairs handily propped up near the shed at the bottom, well out of view of the house.

 

Less than an hour before I was due to catch my train to London for the gig, Jamie reappeared without warning back at Edinburgh Road.

Lara and I were lying on my bed, looking over some screen-printed cushion covers I’d made earlier in the week. We were trying to decide if the pattern on them more closely resembled amoebae, or neurons. My tutors always seemed to want us to come up with profound interpretations of the stuff we created.

‘Amoebae can eat your brain,’ Lara was saying, reading from her laptop. ‘Better call them neurons.’

It was then that Jamie appeared in the doorway, hands in pockets, making us both jump.

After a second or two, Lara said, ‘Well, that Pukka Pie isn’t going to microwave itself,’ before vanishing, heading downstairs to the kitchen.

‘What’s wrong?’ I said, scrambling into a sitting position. ‘What are you doing here? Are you okay?’

He slung down his bag. ‘The gig’s off. I can’t do it. I’m sorry.’

‘What? Why?’ We’d been looking forward to this for months, ever since Christmas.

‘Had a massive row with my dad.’

‘About what?’

He shook his head and came to sit down next to me. Then he let out a breath so long and heavy I wondered if he’d been holding it in for hours. He pushed the hair back from his face. It had grown longer since we’d been at uni, and I knew it annoyed his dad (which was possibly why I liked it so much).

‘He’s still on about the flat, in Soho. He wants me to move there in September, and finish my degree in London.’ He drew a hand down his face, seemingly exhausted. ‘He’s obsessed, honestly. Anyway, I told him where to shove it. Which didn’t go down well. He even ended up getting Harry on the phone, to try to “talk sense” into me.’

My heart stung with the knowledge that Jamie’s dad had effectively asked him to dump me and move to London alone.

Jamie took my hand. ‘He’s just . . . worried about us committing too soon. You know.’

I swallowed. ‘Jamie. Is there any part of you . . . that agrees with your dad? Because if there is, I don’t want to be the one who—’

‘Not a single, tiny part, okay?’ He took my face between his palms and kissed me. ‘His dreams . . . they’re not my dreams. I’m happy, why can’t he see that?’

‘Maybe he can. Maybe that’s what frightens him.’

He pulled away slightly. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, if you’re happy, and content, you don’t need him any more, do you? And maybe that scares him.’ I didn’t add that I thought his dad was egotistical in the extreme, that he lived for constant capitulation to his views.

We sat there for a few moments, not speaking, just holding hands. Then Jamie got up, and said, ‘Wait there.’

He left the room, and I heard him jog downstairs.

I drew my knees into my chest. Secretly, I’d always hoped that one day, Jamie’s parents would warm to me. That eventually, I might become part of his family. A family who never forgot birthdays, who celebrated Christmases together. Who could name each other’s favourite TV shows and music and preferred flavour of ice cream.

I knew Jamie’s brother Harry had a girlfriend in Zurich. But I had no idea whether it had been an uphill battle for her too, with his family, at the start. Whether it still was.

After a few minutes, Jamie returned. He was holding Lara’s plastic beer cups from last year’s Glastonbury, each one filled to the brim.

Passing me a cup, Jamie extended a hand. ‘I guess we’re just going to have our own private gig right here.’

I smiled as he pulled me to my feet.

‘I have glow sticks and everything.’

‘Lara’s saving those for Latitude.’

‘I won’t tell if you won’t.’

Music kicked in on his phone: ‘Hey Now’. He grabbed me around the waist, pulling me into him for a kiss. ‘Neve, you need to know . . . I don’t care what my dad says, okay? I don’t care what anyone says. You and me – we’re meant for each other.’

‘I know. I love you. I know.’

‘I want to be with you for ever. I don’t care if we’re young. I can’t imagine my life with anyone else.’

We talked as the music became water around us. We dreamed out loud about the home we’d share one day, the jobs we’d have, the new friends we’d make. The holidays, the gigs, our adventures-to-be. The memories-in-waiting. And then he dipped his mouth to my collarbone, and I let my head roll back as a shiver of pleasure ran through me.

We played the album six times that night, warm as nesting animals in each other’s arms, the glow sticks like beacons as dusk descended. The darkness became our intimacy, our permission to say anything.

So in the end, Jamie’s dad’s attempt at driving us apart had had the exact opposite effect. Because after that night, I knew we were closer than ever.





Chapter 14.

Now

A colleague recommends a Chinese film playing at the Picturehouse, and I message Ash to ask if he fancies it.

The film turns out to be a powerful love story about two thirty-something aspiring artists. My colleague had very much emphasised the art and skipped over the part about it being an epic and highly-charged romance.

Inside the darkened cinema, all my senses seem heightened. I am very aware of Ash’s warm proximity, how good he smells, how he has angled his knee into my space, and how I’m enjoying it. I know, already, that I’d love to reach out and feel for his hand. That in my head, I’m mere moments from kissing him.

Maybe it’s partly the film that is stirring me up like this. Romance isn’t usually my preferred genre, but I’m surprised to realise it has overridden much of my cynicism. And aside from mild embarrassment at having been the one to suggest it, I’m actually enjoying all the things it’s making me feel.

‘Love this building,’ Ash says afterwards, as we make our way back towards the main doors.

I nod. ‘It’s so beautiful.’ The cinema is sited in a Grade I listed part-medieval merchant’s house, its oldest sections dating back to the fourteenth century. Now, it’s a sympathetic blend of old and new, a perfect synthesis of flint, glass and low-hanging beams.

On the steps outside, I turn to him. ‘Did you like the film?’

‘Loved it.’

‘Really?’

‘Didn’t you?’

‘Yes, but I wasn’t expecting it to be so—’ I break off, fumbling for the right word.

‘Romantic?’

‘I was going to say sentimental.’

He smiles. ‘Ah, I’m not averse to some good old-fashioned sentiment.’ Reaching out, he runs a hand down my arm, slow and tender in a way that makes me shiver. ‘Do you . . . fancy a nightcap?’

‘Yes,’ I say, although I already know that heading back to his place will surely only supercharge everything I am starting to feel.

 

Back at the apartment, he takes my jacket. I privately hope he likes the dress I’m wearing. My hair is tied back in a long plait that falls between my shoulder blades.

Ash is wearing jeans and a soft grey sweater, understated in a way that makes me smile inside. I bet he’d be genuinely surprised – and probably mortified – if he knew just how many people in my office have a fairly major crush on him.

He pours two glasses of wine and dips the overhead lights. We sit down together on the sofa. Music floods the room.

At the sound of London Grammar’s first album, my heart lurches.

‘Apologies for the glasses,’ he says, passing me one. ‘They’re only Habitat, I’m afraid.’

I twirl the glass round by its stem, grateful for the distraction. ‘Do you think I’m a snob?’

He smiles a no. ‘I guess I just presumed . . . you import yours from Italy, or something.’

I smile back at him. ‘Actually, if I did, they’d be from Austria, but that would be a step too far even for me. Anyway, there’s a difference between what I might advise my clients to do, and what I do myself.’

‘Ah, I know that feeling. “Do I agree that your Grade II listed manor-house is crying out for a swimming pool with neon-purple uplighting in the orangery? Absolutely.” ’

I sip my wine. I want to get to know him better, and I’m curious about his ex. ‘Tell me about Tabitha,’ I say cautiously, hoping I’m not being too personal.

He doesn’t seem fazed. ‘Well, she was . . . quite hard to work out, sometimes. Our relationship wasn’t particularly easy.’

‘In what way?’

‘I had trouble pinning down . . . who she really was. She’s one of those people who thinks that if it’s not online, it didn’t happen. And I guess that all came with a bit of self-absorption. She didn’t really have that much time for me, or my world.’ He smiles faintly. ‘She used to hate it when I talked about work. Which was kind of a problem in the end, because I think about work a lot. I’m not sure we ever really had that much in common, if I’m honest. I kept having to hide more and more of myself from her, just to keep things harmonious, and in the end . . . I think we were just dating each other’s shadow. Which is why it made it so easy for her to cheat, I guess.’

‘I’m sorry. That all sounds quite stressful.’

‘Ah, don’t get me wrong. There was good stuff too. I was pretty infatuated, at the start. But I guess after we broke up . . . I knew I wanted to find . . .’

I wait, breath stalled in my throat.

‘. . . something real.’

He shifts his position, lets his knee fall against mine. The room suddenly seems bigger, almost cavernous. My heart goes into freefall. I am insanely attracted to him – more than I’ve dared to admit to myself until this moment. He is handsome, of course, but I also feel a connection to him I haven’t experienced since Jamie. Mind-altering chemistry, the kind that comes with side effects, withdrawals.

Several simmering, spellbound seconds. One of us has to make the first move.

The music segues into ‘If You Wait’. I lean over and put my lips to his. He responds instantly. And the kiss isn’t shy or tentative, but assured and intense, as if it’s been on both our minds for hours, days, weeks. Ash kisses like there’s something at stake. I haven’t had a kiss like this since Jamie, with a heat that lights up every cell in my body.

After a minute or so, we pull apart. He exhales heavily, keeps his hand at the back of my neck. I take in the bloom of pleasure on his face, the dimples and laughter lines that spring to his skin as he smiles.

I move towards him again, but as I do, I feel something crunch beneath me, and realise I am sitting on a piece of paper.

I pull it out from under me and hand it to him with an apologetic smile, resisting the urge to read what’s on it. ‘Sorry. Hope it’s not important.’

He laughs, then passes it back to me. ‘Actually, I was making a list. Of stuff I should buy for this place.’

I stare down at it, and as I do, the writing starts to blur.

This is Jamie’s handwriting. I’d know it anywhere.

I blink once, twice. The words seem to shuffle and sharpen again.

The handwriting of someone you love . . . it’s something you’d recognise for ever. You never forget it.

‘You okay?’ Ash asks, reaching out to touch my leg.

I stare down at his hand on the bare skin of my thigh.

How are you doing this?

I swallow, attempt to refocus. ‘Yes. Yes.’

A moment passes. ‘Are you sure? Is this . . .? I don’t want to make you feel—’

But before he can finish, I drop the paper and move towards him again. I want to push Jamie from my mind. I don’t want to put the brakes on this, because it really is so good.

I feel Ash smile as our
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