
About the Author

 

Harriet Walker is fashion editor of The Times. She has been a

broadsheet journalist for more than a decade, and has also

written for Vogue, the Financial Times, and the Guardian. She

studied English at Trinity College Cambridge and lives in

South East London with her husband and daughter.


Chapter 1

Margot Jones

I first felt the baby move the day Winnie’s son was born. Born, and died an hour later.

I had just stepped from the shower and wrapped a towel around my torso when, deep within, there came a faint throb of activity. A not-quite-roll but a barrelling sensation nonetheless, like cresting a dip in the road. A single kick of a swimming stroke, a fillip, a half-pipe completed in utero: the quickening.

It made me gasp, and feel faintly nauseous at the idea of something living inside me. Blame science fiction. Once, this moment spoke of the miracle of life, of the Divine Countenance smiling on the humble and the highborn alike, but these days, every pregnant woman’s reference point is an alien escaping a man’s chest cavity in a spray of gore.

I smiled then, as the goosebumps on my arms subsided. Later, I would remember my brief shiver of disgust and feel ashamed.

In those same minutes, Winnie’s boy was hurtling through hospital corridors in a tiny plastic cot, traces of his mother’s blood still clinging to his purplish limbs. By the time I saw the blur of messages and medical terms on my phone from my oldest friend – his heart had slowed, then rallied – and replied to them in a tumble of horror and relief, it had happened.

The next said, simply, He’s dead.

I called, but there was no answer. It didn’t cross my mind then that I might never speak to my best friend again, but the hollowing sensation that replaced the earlier sprightliness in my gut seemed to presage it – that this awful, awful thing might be the first in twenty years we wouldn’t be able to face together. Once the well-wishers disperse and the casserole dishes have been returned, once time goes on and the seasons continue to change, mourning a child is a lonely business.

I left a voicemail and, after I hung up, couldn’t remember a word of what I had said. I sent a text: ‘I’m so sorry, I love you, I’m here when you need me.’

I have to get to work. I was due back in the office today after almost a month away at the shows. When I’d started out as an assistant and general dogsbody, I only went to fashion week in London, and even then on the sort of ticket that promised, at best, a standing spot at the back of a draughty hall or warehouse. From there, I’d had to crane my neck for a glimpse of the otherworldly creations below the models’ chins.

In those days, I remembered designers’ collections for the soundtrack and the hairstyles rather than the clothes – those I looked at online afterwards. As I climbed the career rungs, I realised why so many fashion editors were obsessed with shoes: you could only see them once you’d secured your spot on the front row.

This season, I had been to New York, Paris, and Milan too, as I’d done twice a year for the past decade. Except this time, I carried my little swimmer with me, sat cocooning it on hard benches and plush brocade chairs, ushered him or her (we wouldn’t find out which, Nick didn’t want to) beyond the velvet ropes and black-clad doormen at designer parties and luxury store openings, clinking champagne coupes without drinking from them.

I laughed at my extra passenger when I thought about how impossible it was to smuggle in a plus-one at these events – especially one who was quite so intent on locating and polishing off whatever elegantly minuscule amuse-bouche happened to be offered on silver platters by waiters who looked like they’d been hewn from marble.

But I was back in London now and had to get to the office. They were choosing my maternity cover today. The person who would take over the job I’d spent ten hard years working for. The prospect of handing it over had seemed appalling, until now. All I could think of now was the little life that had failed to launch just a few miles away.

Winnie and I had been together just that weekend, chatting and giggling. Planning the months we would spend, loosed from our desks and free to roam in daylight hours, with each other and our tiny companions. A new coffee place with regulation bare brickwork and lightbulbs hanging on industrial cable had opened a few minutes’ walk down the road from my and Nick’s house, and Winnie’s bus stopped right outside it.

Winnie knew she was having a boy, had asked the sonographer to let her know as soon as he could tell. She wanted to be able to plan for him and to name him, she said, when I teased her about being a control freak. He had been Jack since twenty weeks.

I had gone to the loo in Winnie’s home – I seemed to spend most of my time sitting on one now, squeezing out a few drops every half an hour even though my bladder felt constantly full – and marvelled at the rows of tiny white bodysuits hanging up to dry in my friend’s bathroom. Then again at the slatted wooden cot made up with bright white sheets, the changing table stocked with nappies, cotton wool, various lotions that even I had never heard of despite having to write about obscure and esoteric-sounding beauty products every so often at work.

Winnie had always been more maternal than me, calmer, more patient, and more instinctive. Kinder, too. She would be such a natural mother that I was grateful for the five months between her due date and mine – five months of expert nurturing that I’d be able to crib from Winnie just as I had my best friend’s science notes at school.

I sat on the bus to the office, chest tight at the thought of all that prep, all the folding, stacking, straightening, the lining up of things just so for when Jack finally arrived; eyes stinging at the prospect of Winnie and her husband, Charles, going home to a house so loaded with anticipation it had practically hummed last weekend. I had a vision of their redbrick terrace itself sagging with grief when two, rather than three, reentered it that evening.

They had seemed so ready to be parents – vibrating with potential, sparkling with nervous excitement. As Winnie had nested so thoroughly, Charles had been tying up loose ends at work. His plan was to be at home with them both for the first six weeks of Jack’s life.

‘We’ll probably end up killing each other,’ Winnie had laughed last Sunday. ‘Being under each other’s feet for so long.’

I doubted either of them would even raise their voice to the other in that time. They never did.

There was not a note of disharmony between them, as Charles went back and forth from the kitchen, bringing us mugs of tea, fetching the various baby props that Winnie called out for in her show-and-tell for me of what they had amassed ahead of the birth. He’d been as enthusiastic as she was, as pregnant with the father that he would become as she was full of baby.

More than just another protective husband, Charles reminded me of those dogs that refuse to budge from their pregnant owner’s side. He couldn’t do enough for Winnie; he was devoted to her. He had learned foot massage from YouTube. When the time came for them to say goodbye to me, he stood next to her on the front step with his arm protectively around her as they waved me off.

The next scene should have been his opening the door to me to introduce his brand-new son. Not this.

I usually read the news on my phone on my journey into work, but today my eyes absorbed no sense of the words in front of them. As the double-decker made its way through the smog-hazy streets of southeast London, I tried to reconcile the Jack we had all been waiting for, and all the potential he represented, with this dead baby, cried and keened over instead of cuddled and cooed at, still now where he had squirmed under the tight skin of Winnie’s belly only days ago.

It was as though I had woken in a parallel universe, showered and dressed in one and boarded the number 40 to this bizarre new destination. Back in the real world, Jack was surely freshly delivered this morning, warm and snuffly in his mother’s arms – arms that, as my most adored friend and loyal champion, Winnie had pressed around me so many times, too.

But my own baby had now moved in this alternate reality. It had asserted its presence, its existence, its claim on me and on the world. And it was the most real – the most alive – thing I had ever felt.

 

The candidates were lined up along one wall by the time I arrived at the office, their glossy heads bent over the screens in their hands as they sat beneath a supersized plastic rendering of the magazine’s logo: haute. It was one of Moff’s favourite tricks, the placing of the hopeful under this rather literal beacon.

I knew my boss well enough to realise she art-directed almost every aspect of her life. A newshound first and foremost, Moff saw stories everywhere: shoots, page layouts, and headlines were her daily bread. Two women vying with each other for the rare chance to work at one of the country’s most successful fashion magazines – if only for the time that I was on maternity leave – was precisely the sort of real-life scoop that its editor in chief, Emily Moffatt, thrived on. I wouldn’t have put it past her to commission the one not chosen to write about the experience for the next issue.

I hurried past them without looking too closely, grateful that my pregnant stomach wasn’t obvious just yet, that I still appeared much like the two sleek, well-dressed women who had come to jostle for my position. Though not among the hungriest-looking portion of the fashion industry, I am tall and fairly slim, and I knew with healthy cynicism that this would be a valuable asset for the power play to come during this morning’s interviews. Not waddling and irrelevant just yet, thanks very much.

As much as Moff was looking for a stand-in as quick and efficient a writer as her current fashion editor, I was all too aware that my boss would also have a beady eye on how each candidate might look on camera and on the cover, how each might carry off the eye-wateringly expensive designer clothes that hung as higgledy-piggledy and as tightly packed as charity shop donations in the fashion cupboard down the hall.

When I’d arrived as an intern all those years ago, I had been ushered into that cupboard by Moff’s PA and instructed to ‘give it a bit of a tidy’.

There was a lot about working at Haute that didn’t quite live up to The Devil Wears Prada paradigm I had arrived with fresh in my mind, aged twenty-two, a month after I’d seen it in the cinema. The freezing-cold office loos that the male bike couriers dropping off logoed garment bags would sneak into to read their tabloids between jobs; the greasy smell of bacon rolls wafting in from Spiros’s café on the landing; the blokes from upstairs who worked on Goal! and scratched themselves in the lifts; and the mice that regularly appeared beneath the wheels of my office chair to eat the box of cereal I left on my desk.

But it was the state of its fashion cupboard that was the greatest point of divergence from that industry fairy tale. I remembered a time when my eyes, like everyone else’s, had lit up at the prospect of seeing inside it. I had expected – as everyone had after that bloody movie – something like a pristine designer boutique, with bottom-lit shelves and discreet house music, shoes and bags in neat rows along each wall as if ready to purchase.

My disappointment at the sight that had greeted me instead was so strong it bordered on disgust. The size of a bathroom – a small one at that – with shelves lining each wall from floor to ceiling and four clothes rails standing in rows in the middle, its floor was waist-deep, from the door to the window on the far wall, with stiff, luxurious carrier bags from the sort of boutiques that I had, at that point, only ever read about.

Out of them spilled satin stilettos in rich jewel colours, crocodile handbags studded with rose-gold rivets and spikes, printed silk blouses, frothy tulle skirts, leather, denim, shiny lamé, and sparkling sequins. All sent in for the editors and stylists to pick from, to photograph on the hottest models for their pages, to try on and write about, to hype, to hero-worship, to shout about, and to shill – and for the assistants, supposedly, to send back once they were finished with them.

I had never seen such beautiful things close up, had certainly never touched anything like them, never before tried such things on (until the door had been closed on me), but neither had I witnessed such nonchalance towards things that cost triple my monthly salary or more. I had been careful of my belongings from a young age, neat and rigorous, and respectful of an object’s worth – not to mention its price. I realised then the gulf between me and the women beyond the door. For them beauty and money were equally disposable, because they had an infinite supply of each.

I liked to think that Moff had hired me for my sparkling prose, my witty repartee, and a writing style that sang from the page – all of which the boss had indeed come to appreciate in her fashion editor – but I knew in my heart that I’d got the job for transforming that cupboard from a yard sale into a lending library.

I had taken a deep breath to steady myself, then cleared the floor of its glamorous debris, lining up the smaller items on shelves initialled according to which editor had requested them and when they’d arrived, and the clothing on hangers ordered by their designer names and the season’s trends. Every so often a single shoe or earring would rise like flotsam and jetsam to the top of the pile, and I’d set it aside in the hope of making it once again part of a pair.

I uncovered things that the team had long since assumed were lost and had been charged the full price for by the labels’ furious PRs – a fur coat that went straight to Moff’s corner office, which she had worn on a semiregular basis every winter since; a diamond hairslide that Trina, the beauty editor, had clipped in on her wedding day; a bias-cut silk sheath dress that Laura, the then-fashion editor, packed for the shows every season, with a theatrical wink directed at me but done for the rest of the office’s benefit.

‘Many thanks, Miss Jones! Fashion’s most fabulous cleaning lady!’ she’d trill.

That had stung a bit. My beginnings admittedly were more ordinary than those of the rest of the women in the office, many of whom came less from family homes than from dynastic seats, but I’d hardly grown up on the breadline. Still, my Northern accent and the fact I’d caught Moff’s eye for clearing up after them was too delightful a Cinderella narrative not to stick.

I blushed and shrugged: among my finds was a crumpled gabardine trench coat of the sort I liked to imagine Jackie O throwing on over a black sweater and cigarette pants, something for which I would have had to save for several years to buy from the label, and that would have caused me severe angst had I ever had to part with quite so much money for it in a shop.

It was mine, they told me, for the amazing job I’d done for them – little expecting that, ten years on, I’d still be in the office. Still wearing that trench occasionally, in fact, only now more senior than all of them.

 

I still hadn’t heard from Winnie by the time the first interview was scheduled to start. I found I couldn’t put the tragedy from my mind without another vision of the little cotton hats I’d bought for Jack, the ridiculously small socks we’d both been laughing at on Sunday, the plastic bath propped up beside the sink, floating into my head.

I could hardly believe I hadn’t cried yet – thanks to the pregnant hormonal fug I existed in, I’d found myself welling up regularly at TV ads for donkey sanctuaries and life insurance in recent weeks. Instead I felt my friend’s grief as a dull physical ache, in my throat, my heart, my shaking hands, and my stomach, where all fluttering had given way to a sadness as still and as heavy as a boulder. Perhaps there is an unhappiness beyond tears that is just pain.

I couldn’t tell Moff: I wouldn’t know how to say it and she wouldn’t know how to hear it. It’d sound like something out of a schmaltzy TV programme. That’s the only place you hear about children dying. Children die every day and we just pretend it doesn’t happen. I didn’t want to risk bursting into tears in front of my boss: Moff wasn’t good with emotions. She’d be shocked and standoffish, and then she would almost certainly send me home. The last thing I wanted was to be alone today.

So I hung my coat up behind my desk and smoothed the oversized shirt I had on underneath with a pair of indigo jeans. Not in maternity-wear yet! I rummaged in my stiff leather handbag (pregnancy notes, prenatal vitamins, water bottle, makeup bag) for the black leather pochette that contained my phone, security pass, and notebook, and headed into the glass-walled meeting room next door to Moff’s office.

The two women who had applied to cover my job knew me already. They recognised me from my byline photo, an unflatteringly cropped headshot that I loathed and that accompanied most of my articles, right next to my name along the top. They knew me from my seat at the shows, where elaborately calligraphed cards are placed on cushions or at intentionally narrow-hipped intervals on white benches to signify whose bottom goes where. While attendees scan for their own names along the length of the catwalk, they take in the rest as they go, either to drop ambitiously into conversation later on or so they can take merciless aim at that person’s perceived failings in the privacy of their own clique.

I had told Moff I had a vague idea of who the two newcomers were, too. In truth, I knew exactly. I had put the same effort into researching my potential replacements as I would into finding my baby’s carer once I was ready to come back. This job might not have been performing backflips in my stomach, but it was just as much a part of me. Full-on, often stressful, sometimes infuriating, but fun and fast-paced: I loved it. Only the most capable pair of hands would do.

A woman capable of following Moff’s orders, and equally capable of fucking off again in a year’s time.

The first, whom I knew from the society pages, was married to a tinned-food company heir worth millions. I saw Moff’s interest pique at the sheer wealth this woman exuded, at her perfect hair caught back in a ponytail that hung down over one shoulder, her glowing skin and buffed nude nails, the pterodactyl-wing elbows that come from consuming just enough calories to function. Her doll-like frame was clad in perfectly fitting black trousers, a simple turtleneck, and a pair of loafers that almost every editor was on the waiting list for.

My blood ran cold at the prospect of this woman’s occupying my desk; I had always been uncomfortable around people this rich and this polished. I knew I was being touchy and insecure (Winnie always upbraided me for it, wagging a finger and tutting: ‘not attractive!’) but this woman was everything I wasn’t, and if she ended up doing my job, Moff might realise how much its original incumbent was lacking in. The confidence that comes with a certain type of education, the presence that gloss and beauty can bestow, the easy chitchat born of an innate knowledge that other people will want to listen. Absolutely not.

While Moff tittered at the woman’s anecdotes and enquired about other horsey people they had in common, I worked out my strategy. I suspected that someone who didn’t strictly need the money the role came with was likely to flinch at the devotion that Moff required of all her staffers. I threw her a few examples of late nights in the office to finish the pages ahead of print deadlines, of writing breaking news on my phone in the street in the rain, of filing a story within minutes to make sure Haute’s was the very first online.

The woman’s deep-set dark eyes widened on either side of her aristocratic nose. Too easy! She’d politely retract her interest by email on her way home in a cab.

‘And so now we have . . .’ Moff looked at the next résumé, once the first interviewee had swished from the meeting room and the second taken a seat on the other side of the red Perspex table. ‘Margot?’

‘Oh no,’ a warm voice corrected her as its owner slid her arms from the sleeves of a well-cut dark blazer. ‘It says that on my résumé, but I’ve never been a Margot – too formal and fusty for me.’ The woman beamed, all telephone-box red lips and tumbling dark curls.

‘I’m Maggie.’


Chapter 10

Maggie

She really knew what it meant, that expression about your feet not touching the ground, after a month of fashion week. Maggie was fashion weak. She might have clipped across Milanese marble and clopped over Parisian parquet, but she had been spirited along by a mixture of adrenaline and alcohol, fuelled by her own enthusiasm.

The day after she arrived home, Maggie came down with the worst cold she’d ever had. All she wanted to do was lie on the sofa and watch TV.

Cath laughed at the turnaround in her fabulousness. ‘From two-hundred-pound baked potato to the home-cooked version. What’s on that one then, more caviar?’

‘Beans and cheese,’ Maggie jeered back. ‘And fuck off.’

She spent the next month or so keeping a low profile, refusing dinner invitations from PRs she’d been raucously drunk with during the shows, turning down drinks with the girls from the office who wanted to hear all about it. She needed to conserve her energy if she was going to continue to impress Emily Moffatt.

On her first day back at work, Maggie arrived at her desk to find the girls had decorated her computer screen with yellow Post-its cut out to look like bunting and bought her a net bag of oranges so she could work on her fatigue and booze-related vitamin C deficit. Holly had written ‘Welcome home, Number 1!’ across the little paper tags, which made Maggie laugh. A famously terse editor at the American edition of Haute, whom she’d seen across the catwalk but not spoken to, insisted on being referred to as ‘Number 1’ at all times by her staffers. They’d jokingly decided after a few drinks that this was what the fashion team should christen Maggie. Technically, she was their boss. But in reality she’d become a friend.

It gave her a little glow that they’d gone to the trouble, so she took a picture of the scene and posted it on Instagram. When she saw on her phone a few minutes later that Margot had liked it, Maggie wondered what that little pink heart had cost her. Would Margot be jealous of their camaraderie? Irritated or unsettled that her replacement was making friends in the office? Or was she genuinely pleased that Maggie was getting on so well with her – Margot’s – team?

If Maggie was being honest, she was aware that what she was doing was a sort of power play even before she pressed ‘share’ on that post. Putting up an image of Margot’s desk – even though Maggie hadn’t thought of it as such for some time now – wreathed in something her colleagues had done for Maggie was an incursion onto Margot’s territory, a minor act of aggression perhaps. On some level – one she wasn’t particularly proud of – Maggie wanted her predecessor to know she was doing well, that she was fitting in. Did Maggie want her to worry? Maybe.

She still felt grateful to Margot, she really did. But as the halfway point of Maggie’s year in her shoes approached, the new girl was beginning to feel a tide of resentment, too. The burning feeling in her chest from the secret that she had whispered across the Paris rooftops hadn’t abated; the prospect of Margot strolling back in and taking all this from her made Maggie feel sick and angry.

It made her hate Margot sometimes.

She knew full well that this was exactly what she had signed up for, that it was in her contract to bow out gracefully when Margot was ready to return, but emotions don’t tend to read the small print, she reminded herself.

That was why Maggie uploaded the picture of Holly’s ‘Number 1’: she wanted to hurt Margot for hanging over her head like the sword of Damocles, for being a blot on the horizon – and for making her feel inadequate along the way. Every day that Maggie worried about whether or not she was living up to the woman whose place she had taken was a day less in the job she was coming to love more and more. Maggie wanted Margot out of the picture, but she still wanted to impress her. And still wanted to be her friend. It was . . . complicated.

There was something umbilical about the whole situation, this bond between Margot and her. Maggie’s doing this job relied on Margot’s staying away; Margot’s returning to it relied on Maggie’s leaving again. They were tethered by this dysfunctional debt of gratitude, bound by necessity but also mistrust. To top it all off, they were similar people. Given their senses of humour and worldview, they should have been friends; under any other circumstances, they would have been. But they couldn’t be because of this unspoken awkwardness, like ex-girlfriends to the same guy tussling for superiority. They were like friends who had gone beyond familiarity and into contempt but refused to admit it to each other.

In those quiet weeks after the shows, there was only one invitation that had piqued Maggie’s interest, and that was Margot’s Christmas party. Could she make it? She’d be there with bells on. Maggie might have come to an unfortunate conclusion about her and Margot’s interests being best described as incompatible when it came to the job they were sharing (although she was the only one actually doing it right now), but she wasn’t about to let that get in the way of a good old snoop at her rival’s house and husband.

Maggie didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. She was only too aware of the favour Margot had done her in putting her up for the job – and it’d be really nice to see her and the baby – but since Maggie had been wearing Margot’s shoes and walking her walk, she found herself even more intrigued by the other fashion editor. She had thought that by putting on Margot’s skin, she’d find out that she was made of the same corruptible flesh as the rest of them – thought that sitting at Margot’s desk might be a bit like moving in with her, that inevitable shift in a relationship from making an effort to no longer policing your real self. From pre-fart to post-fart, if you will, although she was sure Margot had never done anything so uncouth.

But Margot remained an enigma. The girls in the office barely knew Margot beyond her coffee order – decaf tea, what even was that? – and all the fashion types Maggie had been out with described the other woman as ‘cool’ or ‘nice,’ which even Maggie could tell was damning by faint praise. In fashion, people were either amazing or vile – anything in between and you were a nonentity.

Which Margot Jones clearly wasn’t – she was a terrific writer, gorgeous, funny, but it was as though something was missing. Friends, maybe, or a social life. A backstory.

Hence Maggie’s excitement about Margot’s party. The invitation had come via email to Maggie’s phone rather than hand-embossed and through her letterbox – a few brief but jokey lines long and signed off from ‘Nick and Margot’. Interesting that his name had come first, she thought, when Margot had clearly been the one to write it. Maggie could tell from the self-deprecating comment about their being ‘fuddy-duddy parents’ these days.

What do you wear to a fashion editor’s house? Maggie thought she might have got better at this, several months and several armfuls of new clothes down the line, but Margot brought out in her the same old insecurities: trussed up, galumphing, too much makeup, Not Cool.

Whatever outfit Maggie chose, Margot would appraise it, drinking it in with her eyes the way a professional wine taster swills for quality and provenance. Her replacement wanted something that would linger on the palate in the right way, something Margot could neither pity nor patronise her for.

Maggie wondered about wearing her Moreau suit (her le smoking, to give it what she now knew was its proper name) one more time. She had pretty much lived in it since it arrived in its logoed hanging bag (which she zipped it back into lovingly after every wear), but it felt a bit try-hard for a drinks party. Civilians didn’t understand the concept of a fashionable trouser suit; they’d just think she worked in a bank. Or that Margot had hired her as a project manager for the afternoon.

There was no dress code on the invite; Margot wasn’t one of those Chelsea types. In fact, she was in the hipster mortgage-and-child belt somewhere southeast. Definitely taxi territory. Maggie assumed the vibe for the party would be that all-too-intangible point between dressy and scruffy. In short, impossible if you don’t know how and invisible if you don’t really care. The men would wear jeans or chinos; the women would agonise – and then wear jeans.

Maggie settled on a red silk wrap dress over a pale blue pair: dressy and scruffy, and a look she’d admired on several other street-stylers over various fashion weeks. It was funny how she had got used to seeing a trend or a certain styling quirk that recurred so often in those rarefied front-row circles that she’d almost stopped noticing it, but when she took it out into real life she was stared at as though she’d just landed from another planet. She’d almost forgotten that, given so many people wore a suit to work all week and then the same sweater and jeans all weekend, a slinky dress over a pair of jeans was a bit of a leap, the sort of thing one’s father might be baffled by.

As she climbed out of her Uber – a black cabbie had refused to take her to the south-of-the-river postcode – Maggie looked up at the redbrick Victorian terrace in front of her with a tingling curiosity. Glowing lights through shuttered windows; a small and tidy front garden. It seemed so ordinary, although noticeably immaculate – with its grey door, matching window frames, and squared-off box hedge – for a house on the sort of London road where the pavements were still littered with burger boxes as well as winter leaves.

Who were Margot’s neighbours, Maggie wondered. Did they know they lived next door to a fashion editor? She sometimes felt that way on the bus: what would the people next to her say if they realised she had one of those fairy-tale jobs that others only dreamed of?

Maggie tucked her hair behind one ear and smoothed her dress. She walked through a wooden slatted gate in the low redbrick wall, along the black-and-white tiled path to the door, and pressed the brass button for the bell. She heard it peal out a drrrrring inside above the hubbub of voices and felt her stomach contract with nerves.

A beat. Two – then the ratchet noise of the catch and the door swung open, invitingly inwards.

‘You must be Maggie!’ A male voice, and a smile within it: Nick.

He was tall, Maggie noticed instantly, much taller than her and very slim. Having failed to find Margot’s husband in any of her social feeds (she had taxed herself with the coin jar for looking), Maggie had half thought Nick would be of the rugby player variety, one of those meaty, dimple-chinned boys who had resolutely ignored her at university in search of longer legs and more symmetrical faces.

In fact, Nick was edgier than she had expected, dressed in dark jeans and a T-shirt decorated with an abstract insignia. A record label, she presumed, or an artisanal brewery. Something deliberately obscure and cliquey – she could tell by the dark-rimmed designer glasses and expensive sneakers he was wearing with it. She knew men like him – they pushed buggies in the park near her own flat while listening to podcasts, sported sleeping babies in papooses at the pub.

That said, Nick looked less like the fatherly provider she had pictured, all shoulders and shirtsleeves, and more like an overgrown student. But perhaps that was just the can of beer he was holding.

He was handsome, too: somewhere between chiselled and boyish, but without the haughtiness that comes of growing up good-looking. She found herself imagining what it would be like to climb into bed with him every night – nothing more. His grin was lopsided, his eyes crinkled authentically with the force of it. Maggie couldn’t help but smile back warmly.

‘I certainly am.’ She stepped across the threshold. ‘Pleased to meet you, Nick. I like your Christmas decorations.’

The hallway twinkled with the dim light of candles of various sizes in jars and sconces, warming up the darkening afternoon outside. A row of small apothecary vases filled with sprigs of holly, mistletoe, and eucalyptus lined a shelf along one side of the hallway. On a marble console table stood a deep golden bowl filled with clove-pricked orange pomanders. The rich and oaky sweet scent they gave off was so evocative of perfect Christmases – so unlike the TV-centric, argumentative ones she tended to share with her own family – that Maggie was nearly knocked sideways by a wave of yearning. Of envy.

Of course Margot Jones didn’t do tinsel and glitter like everybody else at this time of year.

The place looked like a hotel. A warm, welcoming, wonderfully luxurious hotel. One that Maggie would find it hard to check out of.

‘Thank you,’ said Nick, holding up his hands. ‘Obviously I had nothing to do with making the place look this nice.’

‘I guessed as much,’ she laughed. ‘Margot has such amazing taste, doesn’t she?’

She meant what she said, even as it pinched her heart to say it aloud. The scene was transcendentally perfect, like one of Moff’s heavily art-directed shoots, from the tiny children running here and there between the bustling eat-in kitchen at one end of the hall (herringbone parquet; bare plaster walls left a naturally modish shade of calamine) and the sitting room to Maggie’s right (oak floorboards, wood-burning stove, thick wool rug), where people were milling and chatting.

Nick and Maggie shared another smile, amateur aesthetes in the presence of a master tastemaker. From the bare brass pendant light in the hallway hung a solitary sprig of mistletoe.

‘Right,’ Nick said, turning away from it to lead the way. ‘Come through and meet people.’

Maggie suddenly felt overdressed in her silk and heels. Margot’s clique were obviously sophisticated and urbane enough not to goggle as though they’d just arrived from the provinces – they were no doubt used to seeing their host dressed in a similarly eye-catching way – but Maggie noticed the odd look flicked towards her from the corners of eyes and lingering, if not out of judgment then definitely out of curiosity.

They weren’t a fashion-y bunch: this much she’d expected from the fact that she was the only one invited from the office. Margot’s friends – and Nick’s friends, Maggie supposed – were a selection of the sort of creative-looking, tortoiseshell-spectacled crowd who worked in design, publishing, architecture. Tidy, neat people in expensive utilitarian clothes that were once designed for toil but had been co-opted as a leisure uniform for the intelligentsia and given matching price tags: paper-bag-waist chinos and twill dungarees for the women, French worker jackets and chambray shirts for the men.

They stood chatting around a teak dining table laden with cheese and cold meats, some leaning down to hear what the inevitably high proportion of heavily pregnant women seated on the matching Quaker dining chairs were saying.

‘Maggie, hi!’ Margot appeared from behind a check-shirted shoulder and squeezed through to kiss her replacement’s cheek as Nick began speaking to another man on his left. She was wearing black cropped flares and a shimmering blue sweater that Maggie recognised instantly as being by a much-hyped new Belgian designer. She must have preordered it, surely – was Margot really going to designer boutiques with a buggy in tow? Maggie felt a lurch of insecurity.

‘Something a bit Christmassy!’ Margot explained with a jokey shrug of the shoulders designed to hide what Maggie decided was nervousness. ‘Although every fashion editor knows that sparkle isn’t just for evening!’ She rolled her eyes at the cliché. Quite a good idea though, really. ‘How are you, Maggie? Let’s get you a drink, and then tell me all about everything!’

As Margot guided her towards the kitchen and ladled mulled wine into a gold-rimmed mug, Maggie noted gleefully that she hadn’t lost much of the baby weight, and then instantly hated herself.

‘How’s Moff? And Holly? You survived the shows, did you have fun?’ Margot’s patter was as fluent as her hostessing, but her eyes slid around the light and airy open-plan room (they had a skylighted extension, Maggie mentally jotted down enviously, and knowingly retro cork tiles on the floor) until they found what they were looking for: the baby. Margot visibly relaxed to see the child being capably jiggled by a tall man in a striped T-shirt.

‘Things are good!’ Maggie gushed. ‘Everybody in the office is great, everyone sends their love. The shows, wow, I mean – intense, sure, but what fun. So amazing to see it all. And Moff . . . Moff is Moff.’

She searched Margot’s face for anxiety, for that brief bitchy look she’d glimpsed on it all those months ago, when the fashion editor had seemed annoyed her cover hadn’t been taken down a peg or two, but Margot kept on smiling beatifically, as though things as ephemeral as office politics merely washed over her now that she was a Mother. Perhaps they did – the suspicion had crossed Maggie’s mind before as she put up her Instagram posts and sent her tweets, trying to provoke jealousy like a scorned lover baits their ex, that Margot probably didn’t even notice these small acts of spite because she was operating on a higher level these days. The realisation had not made Maggie feel good.

‘Anyway, pfffft, here I am talking about work when you’ve done something incredible – where’s that gorgeous baby daughter of yours?’ Maggie swivelled around as though she hadn’t already seen Lila. ‘She’s even more adorable than in the pictures! Do you think she’ll let me have a cuddle?’

She wasn’t overreacting – Lila really was a beautiful baby: golden ringlets that fuzzed out from her head in a messy corona, big blue Disney eyes, and fat pink cheeks. Lila didn’t exactly set Maggie’s ovaries twanging, but there was a little tug in her heart that suggested her body hadn’t quite given up on the idea of having one of its own. Although when or how it thought that might happen was anybody’s guess.

‘She’s just been hanging out with her uncle Tim.’ Margot patted the stripey man’s arm.

‘Well, hello there!’ Maggie cooed, stretching out her arms to relieve him of the wriggling load. Lila had begun to kick her froggy legs, smiling gummily.

‘I haven’t managed to get a grin out of her this whole time,’ said Uncle Tim, mock crestfallen.

Broad-shouldered and thatchy-haired, with dark eyes, a sharp jaw, and a clipped baritone, he was one of the most handsome men Maggie had ever met. Much more handsome than anybody she’d ever gone out with. Far more so, for instance, than any of the men she’d ever met on a dating app.

‘So you’re Nick’s brother, is that right?’ she asked him, reasoning dejectedly that family was probably off-limits to someone currently moonlighting as Margot in her second-most-important job.

‘Oh no, just a friend,’ he replied, grinning.

‘His best friend.’ Margot looked up at Tim affectionately, made a top-up gesture towards somebody behind her, and disappeared back into the throng.

 

That was two weeks ago. Since then, she had seen Tim Pritchard three more times – a great ratio. Maggie might have decided on a dating ban, but what she’d meant was a dating app ban. When somebody single and normal turns up in front of you, real flesh and blood with warm skin and an even warmer smile, you’d be a madwoman to turn them away.

The real-life meet-cute, the friend-of-a-friend, the oh-we-got-together-at-a-party: these things are the holy grail of single life. When you’ve been by yourself for as long as Maggie had, you begin to wonder whether they really exist or if they were invented by the breeders to keep you in a state of false consciousness so you don’t realise the only option to procreate is with men who list pizza on their profile as one of their interests.

Tim did like pizza – they went for sourdough ones on their first date – but there was more to him than that. He was kind, funny, a real grown-up. He liked cycling and he did his own laundry, which was always a good sign. Maggie had seen the evidence on a clotheshorse when she first stayed over, which made her wonder whether he had a secret girlfriend or a female flatmate, but he assured her: neither.

Annoyingly he lived in the same bit of southeast London as Margot and Nick – just round the corner from them, in fact. Annoying not because they were so nearby, but because it was a hassle to reach from her place in Camden, and because people who lived in North London automatically looked down on people who lived in South London. It was a positive, really: Tim already lived in the land of pregnancy yoga and primary schools, so he must have been looking for all that too. But Maggie was getting ahead of herself.

It was unfortunate timing. Just last week, she had pitched a piece to Moff about how great it was to be single, an uplifting, happy-alone sort of thing, and the editor really went for it. Maggie didn’t know whether to tell Tim about that up front – although that seemed sort of presumptuous, given it had only been two weeks – or to let him see the article when the magazine came out and risk his being offended that she still considered herself unattached. She was definitely getting ahead of herself: the mag wouldn’t be out for another month.

Maggie had let Margot know after the party that Tim had asked for her number, and the other woman had seemed enthusiastic. But Maggie couldn’t help wondering whether her face as she typed her reply had worn that same slightly annoyed look. If Maggie was with Tim, wouldn’t it be much harder for Margot to disappear her replacement when she returned to work?

That wasn’t the main reason Maggie was so into Tim, of course, but it definitely helped.


Chapter 10

Margot

As I quickly walked the ten-minute route to the high street, where I was meeting Nick for cocktails, I wondered that it had ever felt normal to go out alone. To be out without responsibility. To be out without knowing whether I’d go home that night or in the morning. To stay out, indefinitely, if I wanted.

I had done that once, spent a whole weekend in a warehouse illegally converted into a dusty dance floor. I had turned up on Winnie’s doorstep at eight a.m. on the Sunday, covered in silt kicked up from the disused railway sidings I had spent two days marching on to a repetitive, thudding bass line. Winnie told me I looked like a scared rabbit and hustled me into the shower before talking me down, shifting her afternoon plans with Charles so that she might stay with me and reason away the saucer-eyed dread. Because Winnie knew my fears so well, she knew how to soothe them too.

No, I knew exactly where I would be at eight a.m. this Sunday: mashing more banana with the radio on. It was everything that dancing girl had resisted for so long, but the woman ten years her elder had never found the prospect more comforting as she turned the corner onto a pavement that bustled with angular twentysomethings sporting jarring hair dye and bleached denim.

The bar my husband had told me to find him in hadn’t even existed the last time I’d had a night out; it was younger than Lila. That was what the places near us traded in and thrived on: newness and obscurity, lean and bare-bricked dens run by lean and knowing young men and women. The whitewashed shop fronts of brands long gone had been wiped clean by ectomorphs with piercings who felt passionate about coffee and spirits, the walls inside a froth of layers that revealed the building’s previous identities.

The peel of paint and wallpaper beneath reminded me of my stretch marks. I wondered whether, if a hipster set up shop in my body, they’d be able to find the real me underneath all the incarnations of myself I had built up on top.

I know what you did.

The unbidden thought made me recoil and remove my hand from the door before I had pushed it.

Don’t be so stupid. You’re not some ancient crone. Until very recently, you were fashion editor of a glossy magazine. Now fucking go in.

Nick was waiting for me at the bar, two misty tumblers decorated with sprigs of rosemary in front of him. He knew I loved the smell; Lila had almost been a Rosemary. I laid a hand on his arm and he turned his face, careworn and apprehensive, to me and beamed.

‘You’re here.’ He leaned in to kiss me, slipped an arm around my waist, then gestured around him: unencumbered people sipping beers and chatting. ‘Remember this?’

I did – just. A sense memory, like a touch on skin felt long after contact, or music that can be summoned though it hasn’t been played for years. Just as I knew all the songs on the tape Winnie had left for me without hearing them aloud.

I recognised the scene but had no sense of my own involvement in it. I dropped my bag onto the stool next to my husband and went to the loo, where I repeated to myself a mantra that I wouldn’t spoil the evening.

When I returned, I blurted out what was uppermost in my mind and felt my eyes fill with warm water.

‘Moff gave Maggie a column.’ I sat and sipped from the cool glass. ‘I’m gutted. I can’t help it. I know I should be pleased for her, but I just feel sick.’

Nick put an arm around me. ‘That’s annoying,’ he said, but he didn’t sound annoyed. ‘You’d be a great columnist. But Maggie will write this one thing every month – the rest of the time she’ll be freelancing. You’ll be there every day, ’Go, right in the thick of it. It’s still your dream job, remember? Nothing’s changed.’

‘They think she’s better at it than me,’ I muttered. ‘They like her more. She’s prettier, nicer.’

‘Margot, don’t.’ Nick was instantly cold. ‘You have to stop this. It’s bad for your health – Maggie is none of those things. She’s just getting on with the job you are on leave from. When you go back, it’ll be yours again, and hopefully all this resentment will go. It needs to go, because she’s looking like a permanent feature now that it’s going so well with Tim . . .’

He studied the sprig on the top of his drink, pulling it out from between the ice cubes and driving it back down again.

‘I don’t know where this obsession with Maggie has come from.’ He paused. ‘Actually, I can guess. Look, I wasn’t going to mention this tonight but seeing as we’re talking . . . I know about Winnie.’

I felt very cold and heard his voice as though he were much farther away from me than the barstool next to mine. I played with the brass hardware on my handbag.

‘Charles told me he saw you at the house on Saturday.’ Nick spread his hands, a taut gesture of bafflement. ‘I thought you’d booked into a spin class. You seemed so excited about it. What were you doing round at theirs? Spying on them?’

I stopped breathing. My insides decontracted at what Nick thought he knew. For a moment, just a fraction of a second, I had thought Winnie had told him everything. Like she’d threatened to do so many times. Like the many evenings over the years she’d spent pretending she might until I cried and pleaded and bargained with her not to.

Yes, I had gone to Winnie’s house on the weekend. I didn’t want to speak to her, hadn’t been planning on ringing the doorbell. I felt drawn to the house where the woman who occupied so much of my mind was, wanted to see from outside whether anything was different, whether it showed the scars of the grief within. Maybe to catch sight of its occupants and remind myself they were just ordinary people, rather than the angry, vindictive caricature that occupied my mind so relentlessly.

What Nick didn’t know – apart from all the rest – was that it had taken all my willpower not to go round there every day since the moment Winnie’s message had ended our friendship. Part of me wished I had: Saturday had been a stupid, pointless exercise that had failed to make me feel any better, and I’d wasted six months plucking up the courage to do it. I had stood in the drizzle, obscured (at least I thought) by the wheelie bins at the end of their drive for five minutes before realising that the drab house had no solace to offer, to either me or the couple trapped inside it.

‘You’re in touch with Charles?’ I replied. The betrayal was piercing.

Why? When Winnie disappeared on me and you know how much it upset me? And why didn’t you tell me?

‘He just messaged me when he saw you round
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