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I don’t mean to sound like ABBA, but this is
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Chapter 1

AT PRECISELY 6.10 A.M., as usual, my alarm went off.

Phone! Where was the phone? My hand groped the bedside table as Gus reached for me under the duvet, mumbling something.

‘Huh?’

‘TGI Friday,’ he clarified as his fingers ran up my stomach.

I fell back on my pillow, alarm silenced, knowing what came next. Sex came next because that’s what Gus and I did before work on Friday mornings. Quick, efficient sex where we avoided one another’s sour breath by panting into the other’s shoulder.

On Saturday mornings we went to the dry cleaners and collected croissants from the French bakery.

On Sunday mornings we bought a Sunday Times from the newsagent, ate eggs on sourdough (Gus) and eggs and avocado (me) in the posh coffee shop opposite the French bakery before returning to the dry cleaners to pick up the clothes we’d dropped off the day before.

But on Friday mornings, it was always sex.

‘Tees us up nicely for the weekend, Nell,’ Gus observed once, rolling off me with a little sigh of contentment, as if our love life was a Spotify playlist.

And right on time this morning, his fingers progressed up my ribcage.

‘Good morning, Mr Nipple,’ he said, rolling my left nipple between his thumb and his forefinger like a child with a marble.

After half a minute, he moved his hand to my right breast. ‘And Mrs Nipple,’ he added, before spending another thirty seconds there.

I supposed it was precision timing like this that made Gus such a good cook.

Satisfied that he’d paid due attention to both nipples, he dropped his hand to between my legs and burrowed around there with the same energy I’d seen him deploy on his sock drawer: concentrated and determined.

‘It’s all right,’ I whispered after another minute of frowning at the ceiling, wondering what shirt to roll into my rucksack for the office. I reached for his hand to pull it up again. The white one from Sandro.

It wasn’t that I disliked sex with Gus. I enjoyed sex with Gus, especially at the beginning. He’d been the one who’d helped me discover why poets banged on about sex. But, eleven years into a relationship, there was the sort of sex that poets banged on about, and there was sort of sex you had on a Friday morning before work.

This was going to be very much the latter.

‘Oh. You sure?’

I nodded.

Unperturbed, Gus heaved himself on top of me and, through the gloom of our bedroom, waggled his eyebrows. ‘Morning, my little knuddelbär.’

Knuddelbär was German for ‘cuddle bear’. I’d had words with Gus about his peculiar terms of endearment before but he never paid any notice. He liked using them to remind me that he’d read German at Cambridge.

I smiled sleepily back and then he pushed into me with a groan, before dropping his head to my collarbone and muttering: ‘Forgot to tell you, the plumber’s coming later.’

‘What tiiiiime?’ I wheezed like an accordion, my voice husky not due to the eroticism of this situation, but because the weight of his torso was compressing my lungs.

A damp square directly under the shower tray had appeared on the kitchen ceiling a few weeks ago and Gus insisted he’d sort it out.

‘It’s the shower tray, it’s definitely leaking,’ he’d announced proudly, after half an hour in the bathroom accompanied by a backdrop of crashes as the shower gel and shampoo bottles cascaded to the floor. Gus was the most cultured man I’d ever met: he had strong feelings about Italian films and French wine, and spent his weekdays in a corporate office thrashing out complicated regulatory agreements for tech giants. But he wasn’t much of a handyman. Some years earlier, while trying to build an IKEA bookcase that we’d bought to shelve his growing collection of historical biographies, he’d confused a spanner with a hammer.

‘He said around seven,’ he panted on top of me, between thrusts.

‘I might be late, got a new client meeting todayyyyyyy,’ I wheezed again, as the air was squeezed out of my chest.

‘No… problem… I… can… be… here.’

‘Thank you,’ I rasped, tracing my nails up and down his back.

His thrusts sped up and he groaned into the pillow under my head. ‘Did… you… book… that… restaurant… for… lunch… tomorrow?’

‘That place in Chiswick? Mmmhm… ouch, Gus!’

He’d moved his hand to the wall behind us and caught a clump of my hair in his fingers. ‘Sorry! You’re… an… angel.’

Lunch tomorrow was with Hector and Harriet, two of Gus’s Cambridge friends, who’d just had a baby called Homer. When Gus emailed me with the news, I’d sent him a GIF of Homer Simpson but he’d replied solemnly explaining that the name was in homage to the ancient Greek poet. Obviously I knew that; Hector and Harriet would never have even seen an episode of The Simpsons. They were the sort of couple who boasted smugly about not owning a TV, as if they sat reading The Iliad every night.

‘Nearly… there,’ Gus panted over my shoulder.

I dropped my fingers to his bottom and pulled him deeper into me. That would help.

‘Ooooh,’ he puffed, speeding up again, his bottom like a pogo stick, in and out, in and out. ‘Nearly there… there, nearly… there, nearly… there.’

I knew what would work: I bent my fingers so my nails dug into his buttocks.

‘And I’m THERRRRRRRRRRE,’ roared Gus, breathing hotly into my neck. He froze and then collapsed, with his face in the pillow.

I turned my head to glance at the clock. 6.19 a.m. Perfect. I’d be in the office by seven.
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I always ran into work carrying a rucksack of neatly rolled clothes. From our flat in Clapham, I wound up to Vauxhall roundabout, then along the south side of the river and over Waterloo Bridge.

Here was my favourite view of the city: to my right, the sun rising brightly (on a good day) over St Paul’s Cathedral; to my left, the Houses of Parliament. Then it was straight up Kingsway, the wide, four-lane street that buses thundered up and down which obscured a quieter square tucked behind it. My office overlooked this square, a worn patch of green where pigeons pecked at crumbs left underneath benches. It was a distance of five miles exactly, took forty minutes and I ran it every day – summer and winter.

I’d discovered running when I’d started work as a trainee lawyer at Spinks. The hours were crazy and I needed fresh air during the day without being away from my desk for too long. But I didn’t have time for the gym, so jogging into work became my solution, almost a form of meditation.

I was embarrassed at first, plodding flat-footed along the pavements, my bag swinging heavily on my back. But then I got better, faster, I bought proper kit and belted my new rucksack around my stomach. I became one of those people who wove through commuters and tourists, on and off the pavement, willing the lights to change up ahead so I didn’t have to stop. I joked to colleagues that I was like a dog that needed to be walked first thing. What I didn’t disclose was that running meant I arrived at Lincoln’s Inn Fields with endorphins surging around my body and I could handle sitting next to Gideon all day.

Gideon Fotheringham was my boss, a sixty-year-old partner at Spinks with a face as ruddy as raw steak from long lunches, and blond hair that was never brushed. He was a pig in a wig who earned just over £2.1m last year. Whenever a new client came in to see us, Gideon joked that he was ‘exceptionally good’ at divorce because he himself had done it twice. He’d recently remarried a third time, to a woman my age called Ophelia who had a single-digit IQ and spent most of her time deliberating over curtain patterns for their house in the Cotswolds.

Gideon also owned a flat in South Kensington which he supposedly used during the week, although he didn’t always sleep there. More than once, when a graduate trainee, I had to race to Tyrwhitt’s in the morning to fetch a fresh shirt since he hadn’t been home the previous night. I always warned new female trainees not to get in the lift or find themselves alone in the boardroom with him.

But then Spinks and Co was full of Gideons. It was London’s oldest, most traditional law firm, situated in a Grade II-listed Georgian townhouse protected by shiny black railings outside, and with thick carpets, mahogany doors and fridges full of small Perrier bottles inside. All the partners were white sixty-something men who’d been to Eton and Oxford; from midday on Fridays, champagne was served to them in the boardroom. Although being old and traditional didn’t necessarily make it inefficient in its methods. These men were piranhas in pin-striped suits, going after the biggest corporate and commercial cases they could – and winning most of them.

At law school, places on Spinks’ trainee scheme were fought after, the biggest prize for ambitious students. I’d only applied because Gus said I should, and he was proved right when I won a place, much to my astonishment, having assumed they’d mostly go to the posh boys on my course who wore Barbours to their lectures. I was an unworldly student who’d grown up in a cold, damp Northumberland village and never even been to London until I started law school. Landing a contract at Spinks seemed a miracle.

After rotating through different departments as a trainee, I’d chosen to qualify into the family law department, knowing that I wanted to work with actual human beings and the cases that affected their lives rather than on boring tax schemes and corporate fraud claims which took years of court time to unravel. This meant I mostly dealt with rich people’s divorces – footballers splitting from pop stars and minor British royals separating from their cousins, that sort of thing.

As I ran along the river, I thought about today’s priority: a meeting with a new client. Linzi Lemon was a former model (known as ‘Luscious Linzi’ when she’d started out on Page 3) who’d recently decided to separate from her celebrity chef husband. Larry had a string of Italian restaurants in shopping centres across the country and appeared on a cooking show every Saturday morning.

Unfortunately, Linzi had recently discovered Larry and a guest from his TV show doing something unmentionable with a courgette in his dressing room, and decided to start divorce proceedings.

The Lemons had been married for ten years and had two children – Lewis, nine, and Liberty, seven. From what I’d already gathered, they owned at least three houses – in Battersea, in Poole and St Ives. I’d also watched a few YouTube clips of Larry’s show and wondered how he managed to seduce any woman, let alone with a courgette, given his carrot-coloured skin and the belly as round as a basketball that hung over his apron.

But after several years of family law, it took more than a vegetable sex toy to surprise me.

It’s like they say, criminal lawyers see bad people at their best; divorce lawyers see good people at their worst. Although not all our clients were that good. One claimed she wanted a divorce because her husband would no longer let their dog sleep on the bed; another that his wife had gone to Korea for a facelift without telling him. A French lady came to us in tears a few months back saying she’d discovered pictures on her husband’s phone that revealed he visited a prostitute in Chelsea who indulged his fetish for dressing up like a baby, wearing a nappy and sucking on a giant dummy.

I’d worked at Spinks for nearly a decade, listened to hundreds of clients discuss the reasons for the collapse of their marriage and, as a result, become fairly unshockable.

I enjoyed it, too. I liked helping people out of romantic tangles, helping them find freedom again, to realize an oath they’d made in front of a priest didn’t necessarily mean they couldn’t change their minds later on. Two years ago, Spinks had promoted me to senior associate which, in turn, had sparked my ambition to become the firm’s first female partner by the time I turned thirty-four in August. I was at my desk by seven fifteen every morning and usually got home around eight, but often later. I answered my phone on the weekend and kept it on at night in case a client needed me. When I was away from the office I checked my email approximately every three seconds. When I was in the office, I barely moved from my desk.

It was quiet when I arrived today, the only noise my trainers squeaking across the marble floor of the reception. I took the stairs two at a time up to the third floor, where Gideon and I shared an office.

I say share; Gideon took up most of the space. He wasn’t in yet. He never arrived until at least ten. When he did, he’d collapse at his antique desk, which was the size of a dining table and decorated with pictures of his five children and the third Mrs Fotheringham, before spending the day barking orders at me. Behind his desk, hanging on the wall, were sporting photos of Gideon from his school days. It was the same for all the partners at Spinks. While working there, I’d learned that public-school men, no matter what age, needed to have their team photos on public display at all times to prop up their egos.

My own, more modest desk was hidden behind the door, but at least it faced a wide window overlooking the square beneath us, which I often flung open in protest at the noises and smells that wafted from Gideon’s desk to mine.

I showered and changed in the bathrooms down the corridor. It was always a suit in this office. Years ago, I’d braved a floral dress but Gideon had asked if I was ‘off to a tea party’ with a disapproving look, so it was back to muted colours after that. I didn’t mind so much. Having inherited my mother’s pale colouring, anything too bright washed me out. I’d learned it was easier to blend in with the grey suits at Spinks if you wore one yourself, especially as a woman.

I scraped my curls into a low ponytail, rubbed a layer of tinted moisturizer over my freckles, added a lick of mascara, then folded my damp running clothes into my rucksack and returned to my desk. While tapping at my mouse to kickstart my computer, I reached for my phone to ring downstairs for a cafetière of very strong coffee.

That was another perk of working here – in the basement was a kitchen which produced breakfast, lunch or supper on demand from a new menu that was emailed to all staff every Monday morning. It was presided over by a sixty-something Filipina called Queenie and her niece, Carmelita, who were the most adored people in the office.

Then I sat at my computer, going over the file I’d started compiling on Linzi. Much of my time was spent concentrating on intricate divorce contracts as thick as hardback books, or combing through our clients’ multiple bank statements and tax returns. But since our clients were usually high-profile, I also spent a good deal of my day scrolling through the Daily Mail website, trying to gather as much information as possible about who we were defending – or who we were up against.

‘Good morning, Eleanor,’ boomed Gideon, when he swept into the office a few hours later.

‘Morning,’ I muttered from behind my screen.

‘Isn’t it a marvellous day? The sun’s shining, the sky is blue, the birds are doing whatever the birds do.’

I looked up as he dropped his overcoat on the stand. ‘You’re in a good mood.’

Gideon flashed his incisors. ‘Of course I am. A new client, fresh blood, fresh meat.’ He rubbed his hands together and dropped into his seat. ‘Could you ring Queenie and get her to send up my usual?’

This meant a cappuccino and a full English which he would eat noisily at his desk while I tried to concentrate. It was like watching a seal use a knife and fork, and he normally dripped egg yolk down his tie, which meant a trainee was dispatched to go and buy a new one.

At such moments, I told myself that when I became a partner, I’d move offices and work beside someone else. No longer would I have to listen to the crunching of Gideon’s jaw, or see him cup his crotch and rearrange himself every time he stood up. I wasn’t sure that he washed his hands after visiting the loo either, so I tried to avoid picking up his phone or using any of his pens.

Please please please could I make partner, I prayed, as I called down to the kitchen using my own phone. They were announced at the start of September, which meant that since today was the fifteenth of March, I had just over five months to go. Five and a half months of sitting next to this blond amoeba. I could do that. I’d been doing it for two years, ever since my last promotion. What was another five months?

Carmelita arrived with his breakfast tray twenty minutes later and Gideon grunted his thanks.

‘I’ll do the talking in this meeting,’ he said once she’d left.

‘Sure,’ I said, without looking away from my computer. This was the routine with new clients: Gideon welcomed them to Spinks and, as if a dentist probing a sore tooth, asked gently about the circumstances surrounding their separation. My job was to sit quietly and write notes.

For all his (many) faults, Gideon was efficient in these first meetings. He had an authoritative air and conversational patter which meant clients instantly trusted him, and he knew that if he got them to divulge personal information to us, they’d be more likely to instruct Spinks rather than go through the pain and hassle of running through the same details with another firm afterwards.

‘The delicate touch today, I fancy,’ he continued, as he sawed through a rasher of bacon. ‘Get Rosemary to send her up here.’

I frowned. This made me nervous. First meetings were more usually held with new clients in the boardroom in an effort to impress them with the old-school gravitas of Spinks and Co. Its walls were covered in priceless Chinese wallpaper which the townhouse’s first owner, Earl Macartney, who led England’s first ambassadorial visit to China, carried back with him in 1782. A vast antique table stretched down the middle of the room, oil portraits of past partners gazed down on it, the carpet was as spongy as cotton wool and the whole room was so soundproofed that Gideon liked to joke the prime minister could have held meetings in there.

‘And who’s to say he hasn’t visited us before?’ he’d tell a new client, winking.

But occasionally we met clients in our office on the third floor instead, especially more high-profile ones. Or the weepy ones. Women often cried in our meetings and I wished they wouldn’t. It wasn’t a lack of sympathy; I felt huge sympathy towards anyone who came into our office crying about their marriage, especially women if they’d been badly hurt. We’d all been there. Well, most of us, although my own dose of heartbreak hadn’t involved any courgettes. It was years ago, when I’d sobbed for so many days that my entire face swelled red and Mum tried to make me go to the doctor, insisting that I’d developed a new allergy. My swelling was nothing to do with an allergy; I just felt like a lumberjack had taken a swing at my chest. But it was a useful pain in the end, because it spurred me on, encouraging me to help other people going through it, particularly women. It was the spark that drove me towards family law.

So no, the tears of the female clients didn’t alarm me because I understood those. It was more Gideon’s behaviour towards them. He took advantage of their vulnerability. At the slightest sign of a wobbly lip or a watery eye, he’d shift closer on the sofa and pull an initialled handkerchief from his breast pocket like a magician.

‘Here, please, take this,’ he’d insist.

Having made this chivalrous move, he’d gone on to sleep with the odd one. ‘Part of the service,’ he’d boasted once, after the wife of a Goldman Sachs banker forgot to remove me from a cc’d email to us both, and announced that she could ‘still taste’ Gideon. I had to go for a long walk outside that afternoon.

‘In here, really?’ I queried across the office.

‘Yes, why not?’ A small fleck of food – could have been bacon, could have been egg or a tomato pip – flew from Gideon’s mouth and landed on the carpet in front of my desk.

‘No, no reason. Fine. I’ll call down and tell Rosemary now.’

Rosemary was the receptionist who’d worked at Spinks for over forty years, treated the male partners like naughty schoolboys, and was the size of a battleship. Nobody, not even Gideon, messed with Rosemary.

At eleven, Linzi arrived and was shown into our office by a trainee. She had thick blonde highlights, eyelashes as big as butterfly wings and a chin that was already wobbling.

‘Mrs Lemon, wonderful to meet you,’ said Gideon, leaping up from behind his desk. ‘I’m Gideon Fotheringham, senior partner in the family department here at Spinks, and this is my associate, Eleanor Mason. Why don’t you come in and have a se—’

He was interrupted by a noise like a whale in childbirth as Linzi burst into tears.

‘Oh dear, oh dear, I’m so sorry, Mrs Lemon,’ said Gideon, rushing over and circling an arm around her. He guided Linzi towards the cream sofa in front of his desk and flicked at the trainee with his other hand as if she was a mosquito.

As Linzi lowered herself on one end of the sofa, audibly sobbing, he widened his eyes at me and inclined his head towards our door.

‘Here, please, take this,’ he added, retrieving his handkerchief from his suit and holding it out to her. ‘I assure you it’s perfectly clean, ha ha!’

Linzi took the handkerchief and smiled at him through watery eyes; Gideon beamed back before sitting on the other end of the sofa; I closed the door.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, before blowing the contents of her nose into Gideon’s hankie.

‘Not at all, not at all,’ he replied smoothly. ‘It’s a distressing situation.’ Then he glared at me and made a scribbling gesture.

I fought the urge to throw my stapler at his head. I knew my allotted role in these meetings, to scribble down what was said so we could start getting a picture of the case, and yet Gideon still bossed me around as if I was a graduate. I sighed while reaching for my notepad from my desk, then sat in the small armchair opposite them.

‘Can we get you a coffee, Mrs Lemon?’ Gideon was using his seductive voice, the one he deployed on shaky female clients.

Linzi wrinkled her nose across the sofa. ‘Don’t have any vodka, do you?’

He clapped his hands to his knees and barked with laughter. ‘I’m sure that can be arranged.’

‘You’re all right. Only kidding. And it’s Linzi, please, no Mrs. It reminds me of that creep I married.’

‘Right, yes, about that,’ Gideon said, shifting slightly in his seat, before his voice went up an octave. ‘I think what might be helpful is to run through your situation to clarify a few details.’

Linzi sniffed, looking anxiously from him to me. ‘I don’t know what you’ve read?’

Gideon flicked his hand in the air. ‘Please don’t worry about the rubbish the papers print. We want to hear what you’ve been through, your story.’

‘I thought we’d be together for ever,’ replied Linzi, before she glanced at her hands and tugged one corner of the handkerchief between her fingers. ‘We were childhood sweethearts, see?’

Gideon nodded.

‘I s’pose we were pretty young when we got married, both twenty-three. But we were so happy, or I thought. Then came the kids.’

‘Two children, correct?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘Lewis and little Liberty. Poor things, they’ve got no idea about all this, that their dad’s a cheating bastard!’

She let out another wail and Gideon shifted closer on the sofa.

‘I’m so deeply sorry, Mrs Lem— Linzi. I do understand how difficult this is.’

‘It’s all right,’ she said, blowing her nose again. ‘I just never thought he’d hurt me. You can’t imagine that when you’re in love with them. You never think they’d do anything to hurt you, do you?’ She glanced across at me, seeking female solidarity.

‘No,’ I murmured, ‘you don’t.’

‘So you’ve been married for ten years, is that right?’ pressed Gideon.

‘Ten years, yeah. Ten years and he goes and does that! And it’s probably not the first time either. It’s just the first time that I’ve caught the lying toad.’

Again, Gideon’s voice reached a higher register. ‘Yesssss, if you don’t mind, can we briefly discuss that? I believe you discovered him with somebody else at his television studio, is that right?’

‘In his dressing room, with some girl from the audience. He was…’ Linzi dropped her voice to a whisper, ‘he was using a… a… a cucumber.’

I crossed out ‘courgette’ on my notepad and wrote ‘cucumber’.

‘Most unsanitary. I’m so sorry, Linzi. A terrible incident to witness. I do hope he wasn’t intending to cook with the cucumber afterwards?’

Gideon grinned, expecting a laugh, but Linzi and I stayed silent so he cleared his throat and moved on. ‘What we should do now is discuss the timeline you might be facing and the settlement you’re after, custody arrangements and so forth, if that’s agreeable?’

‘I mean, how could he do it?’ Linzi continued. ‘How could someone I love that much, and who I thought loved me, do something so… so… so cruel! How could he do it?’

‘I’m so sorry, I do know how this feels,’ I offered, deciding to jump in. ‘And it’s so unfair, and hurtful, especially after all your support of his career. But that’s why we’re here, to help you move forward from this as painlessly as possible.’

‘Yes, thank you, Nell,’ Gideon said swiftly, his eyeballs bulging at me in a silent reprimand before he turned back to Linzi. ‘Please be assured, you’re in excellent hands. I myself am exceptionally good at divorce because I’ve been through it twice, ha ha! Now, if we could just concentrate on the settlement for a moment, that would be splendid. The sooner we get started, the sooner we can have you out of this situation. Down to business: am I right in saying you jointly own three properties?’

Linzi nodded and I bent my head back to my notepad. Just over five months, I reminded myself. After that, I’d make partner, be able take on my own clients and no longer have to sit mute while being talked over by a man who had roughly the same attitude towards women, and indeed wives, as Henry VIII.
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I didn’t get home until nearly eight o’clock that night, having spent most of my afternoon writing up our meeting with Linzi and drafting a letter of instruction for her, while Gideon asked when the letter would be ready every three and a half minutes until I dropped it on his desk for approval. Until she’d signed the letter, we weren’t officially representing her.

Finally, letter sent, I’d crammed myself on the Northern line and slunk south, back to our flat in Clapham.

Gus made a face when I called it a flat and insisted that it was a ‘maisonette’ because we had two floors. Whatever. I’d never heard anyone say, ‘Come over to the maisonette for dinner.’

I hadn’t loved the idea of living opposite Clapham Common, queuing in Sainsbury’s behind Australian twenty-somethings and men whose permanent uniform was rugby shirts. I’d fancied somewhere closer to the river but he’d won that battle (‘it’s on the Northern line, Nell, great for the City’).

And yet even though it was in Clapham, and even five years after buying it, every time I put my key in the door I felt a little spike of pleasure that it was ours. It took up the top two floors of a terraced house: on the first floor was the open-plan kitchen and sitting room, above it was our bedroom, bathroom, and what we referred to as the ‘spare room’ but was the size of a shoe cupboard. It could, just, fit a single bed but there wasn’t room for anything else apart from a wastepaper basket. Gus was always talking about turning this room into his study but it was one of those things – along with mole check-ups and visits to the dental hygienist – that we never got round to.

I found him in his favourite position: crouched in front of the wine rack.

‘Hi, my love,’ I said, dropping my rucksack on the floor, comforted by the safe, familiar scene after such a day.

Gus swivelled his head and smiled. ‘Mein engel is home! Now, important question, do you feel more like a French Pinot Noir or a very nice Chianti?’

‘Neither,’ I replied, collapsing on the sofa. ‘I feel like a human beanbag who’s been sat on all afternoon by a mad dictator.’

‘Ah, something stronger, in that case.’ Gus stood and came over to the sofa. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, leaning to press his lips to my forehead.

‘Thank you,’ I murmured from my horizontal position, smiling up at him. My kind, supportive boyfriend. I couldn’t imagine Gus ever cheating on me. He was too honourable. He not only had strong opinions about recycling bins, but also cyclists who jumped red lights and people who drove in bus lanes even when it was technically allowed. I’d never even heard him swear.

‘Plumber’s been,’ he added, returning to his wine collection. ‘Charged £236 to squeeze a tube of toothpaste around the shower tray but says that should do the job. Although we can’t use it tonight while it dries. We should have gone into plumbing instead of law. How was your new client, by the by?’

‘Not official yet. But I think she will be. Poor woman didn’t stop crying while Gideon crept closer and closer; I felt so sorry for her.’

‘Because of her proximity to him or her divorce?’

‘Both.’ I reached my arms above my head and yawned.

‘Lucky we’re never doing it then. Right, let’s give this Californian Zinfandel a whirl. That should do the trick.’

‘Mmm,’ I murmured, hoping Gus wasn’t about to embark on one of his lectures about the perils of marriage.

One of the first things Gus ever told me was that he didn’t believe in marriage. The concept of romantic marriage, he explained during our second date, was a relatively new invention in the history of humankind. According to him, it was the Victorians who’d encouraged the idea of marrying for love, (instead of more practical or financial reasons like having children or making a strategic alliance), and this had encouraged society’s ‘obsession’ with finding our soulmate.

‘You don’t believe in soulmates?’ I’d asked in the Holborn pub, my enthusiasm for the bespectacled, fellow law student who asked such intelligent questions in our lectures dimming slightly.

Gus shook his head and went on to say he believed in love and finding someone he could ‘build a life’ with; he just didn’t believe in the saccharine, idealised version of love that was promoted on the front of Valentine’s Day cards.

A few more dates in, I realized that Gus’s strong attitudes towards marriage (and cheating) had been shaped by his father, a dentist from Basingstoke who’d run off with his dental assistant and left his wife to raise her seven-year-old son alone. He would never treat another half in the same way, Gus vowed, but nor would he marry and ‘conform to society’s expectations of what a relationship should look like’. And since I was only twenty-two then, and previously stung by love, I was quite taken with the idea of not marrying. Gus made it sound noble, an intellectual decision.
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We shook hands in that pub and promised we’d never do it, in that jokey, unafraid way you can talk about such topics on early dates.

‘Let’s have three children!’

‘Let’s move to the country when we’re older!’

‘Are you a cat or a dog person?’

‘Cat.’

‘OK, we’ll have both!’

‘Let’s not get married!’

It was a pact that had lasted ever since, a pledge made eleven years ago when we were too young to think properly about marriage, but which Gus still took as seriously as one of his legal contracts.

Four or five years ago, in our late twenties, friends had started going on expensive holidays and posting engagement photos from canoes and on ski slopes. ‘The diamond rush,’ Gus dubbed it, as we duly started spending more and more weekends on hen parties and stags, then in uncomfortable B&Bs for the weddings themselves. When the newlyweds got back from honeymoon, there’d be yet another dinner where everyone would have to coo over their photos.

At engagement drinks and wedding receptions, these friends would waggle their fingers at us; ‘You guys next!’ But we always swore it wouldn’t be. It was a rational choice that set us apart from the herd, Gus explained, a touch pompously sometimes, when challenged. Actually, he’d often tell me privately, didn’t it prove that he and I were stronger than many relationships, because we didn’t feel the need to publicly declare our devotion to one another in a church, in front of 150 of our closest friends?

Instead, at Gus’s suggestion, I’d drawn up a ‘cohabitation agreement’ at work, which detailed the legal details of what would happen to our flat and all our possessions if one of us popped it, since we weren’t married. And that’s nearly as romantic as a wedding, right?

I lay with my eyes closed on the sofa and listened to Gus open the cupboard for his special corkscrew. I’d bought the special corkscrew for his birthday a couple of years ago. It aerated the wine, or something like that, and Gus made a great performance of using it: opening the box as if a treasure chest dragged from the seabed, retrieving the corkscrew, opening the bottle, polishing the corkscrew with its little felt duster afterwards. If I was by myself, I usually just grabbed a screw-top from Sainsbury’s.

‘Here you go.’

I opened my eyes to see him standing over me, holding a glass.

‘Thanks, my love,’ I said, smiling gratefully up at him while reaching for it. ‘How was your day, anyway? Tell me.’

I lifted my legs so Gus could sit on the sofa, and then lowered them back across his thighs. This, the first sip of wine on a Friday, the seeping of the alcohol into my bloodstream and the comfort of being at home with his hand rubbing my shins, was unquestionably the best part of my week.

He worked in corporate law for an American firm, which meant his hours tended to be even longer than mine and the clients even shoutier. But we both agreed that’s what we had to do at this stage in our careers; put the hours in now and, with any luck, we’d both make partner.

Almost as soon as we’d met at law school, Gus had come up with this life plan: we’d become lawyers at good firms, be promoted to partners and be able to afford the kind of life he’d dreamt of while growing up in a Basingstoke cul-de-sac, where he’d been bullied for being a nerd who couldn’t name a single Premiership footballer but could cite his twelve favourite Roman generals.

Gus stretched his glass towards mine and we clinked. ‘All right. New European contracts with Google making everything wildly complicated but we’ll get there in the end. I bought a present for Homer, by the way.’

‘Did you, what?’

He put his wine down on the coffee table and leapt up, heading towards a paper bag by the door. I recognized this bag. It was from Frisbee Books, a higgledy-piggledy place in Chelsea where the books were stacked from floor to ceiling, run by a bearded man who looked like Father Christmas. It was Gus’s favourite bookshop, where we often went on a Saturday morning and he browsed the history section while I looked for thrillers.

When I was small, around ten, I’d started sneaking into Mum’s bedroom to borrow her romance books, her Mills & Boons, which she kept hidden in her bedside table. They had titles like A Dangerous Kind of Love and Castle by the Loch and were normally about women called Diana or Arabella who were prone to fainting and married men with thick eyebrows and Superman jaws who owned stately houses.

The effect Mum’s books had on me was like that science experiment where you drop a Mentos into a bottle of Coca-Cola. My romantic sensibilities exploded into existence and I developed a funny feeling in my stomach for Phillip Schofield and Tim Vincent from Blue Peter. They didn’t have to be real-life humans, either. Gaston, the cartoon villain from Beauty and the Beast, also gave me the funny feeling.

But then I’d been burned and realized that it wasn’t wise to base my relationship goals on books in which the duke seduced the housemaid on a chaise longue. Now, thrillers were all I could manage after a long day in the office.

‘I’ll give you a clue,’ said Gus, holding up the bag and flinging one arm in front of him like an actor. ‘No man or woman born, brave or coward, can shun his destiny.’

‘Huh?’

Gus revealed a hardback copy of The Iliad. ‘Nell, come on, it’s from this.’

‘He’s three weeks old! I’m not sure he’s into ancient Greek poetry yet.’

When other friends had babies, I’d bought them hats that looked like strawberries or cuddly rabbits. A classic hardback seemed extreme, even for Gus.

He shook his head. ‘You can never start too early. And anyway, it’s not meant for now. It’s meant for later on. I’ve started him a library.’

‘A library?’

‘Mmm, you can do that at Frisbee. I went in and explained that I had a godson and I wanted to build him a collection. So every birthday and Christmas, I gave them his birthday, they send him another classic. This is the first one and I said I’d give it to him myself. But after that, they do all the work, posting it directly to him. Isn’t that genius?’

‘Yesssss,’ I said slowly, remembering birthdays and Christmases when I was small, and hoped for a new nail varnish or a fiver in an envelope.

‘What do you fancy for dinner?’ went on Gus, lowering the bag. ‘I was thinking I might make a cheese soufflé using that cheddar, with a rocket salad.’

‘Takeaway?’ I ventured. What I really felt like was a pizza but Gus didn’t approve of takeaway pizza. He’d once said that takeaway pizza was ‘common’ and declared that no pizza in London was as good as the pizza you could get in Rome. Nor were we allowed Indian or Chinese since they upset his stomach, but I could occasionally persuade him to get Thai.

Gus frowned at me from the fridge. ‘Why don’t I make a soufflé? Much nicer. And then there’s that new documentary I thought we could watch.’

‘Which one?’

‘On iPlayer, the one about the communists in Cambodia,’ he mumbled into the cheese drawer.

I dropped my head back on the sofa. ‘Yup, cool.’

I only woke up fifteen minutes or so later when I heard my phone vibrating in my rucksack. Insistently vibrating. It was either someone calling or sending me 900 messages.

Clawing my fingers across the carpet, I reached for a shoulder strap as Gus hummed along to Radio 3 in the kitchen. Please could it not be Gideon.

It wasn’t Gideon; it was my mother. I’d recently taught her how to send voice notes, believing this would break her habit of peppering the family WhatsApp group with bad memes (Dalai Lama quotes, pictures of kittens in teapots, government conspiracy theories and so on. You name it, Mum forwarded it).

Unfortunately, we now got both memes and voice notes, and since Dad and Jack never replied, I felt like I had to acknowledge them instead. Also, Mum hadn’t quite mastered the recording of a voice note and sent ten or eleven at a time, each line a new thought.

I lay back on the sofa and hit play on the first voice note.

‘Hello, ducks.’

I pressed play on the second one: ‘Not sure what you’re both up to this weekend.’

The third: ‘Your dad and I are having a quiet one at home. Might take the dog to th—’

‘I pressed send too early. Might take the dog to the beach, is what I meant to say.’

‘But I’ve got some sad news.’

Ooh, cliffhanger, I thought, just before I hit play on the sixth voice note. Probably, a fox had got one of the chickens. Mum had four chickens, each named after her favourite romantic heroines: Fiona, Jane, Sandra and Violet. I’d given up the Mills & Boons but Mum’s fondness remained undimmed.

It wasn’t one of the chickens.

‘Lord Drummond’s died,’ Mum went on, ‘all quite sudden, and the funeral’s next week, Wednesday. Would be nice if at least one of you could come up to suppor—’

There was a muffled noise before her voice piped up again: ‘Oh this blasted thing. It’s next Wednesday and I do think you should both come. I’ll find out the time and let you know but I’ve got to get dinner on for your dad now. Bye, ducks. Bye.’

Lifting my head, I glanced over the sofa at Gus, standing with his back to me, still humming. He didn’t seem to have heard anything.

I flopped back, phone still in my hands.

Lord Drummond was my dad’s former boss and unofficial king of Northcliffe, the village where I’d grown up, on a windy, coastal patch of Northumberland. If you drove through Northcliffe, you might easily imagine it was a hamlet where nothing much happened. And this was true, up to a point. There was a patchy green surrounded by the type of squat, grey cottages found in most Northumbrian villages, plus precisely one pub, one shop and a post office.

True, the beach was sensationally pretty, a wildlife haven protected by various conservation orders and home to all sorts of creatures – geese; oystercatchers; otters; small crabs, brown and covered in tiny hairs, that Jack and I used to race against one another; plus the odd hare that you might see leaping through the marram grass. But it also rained 360 days of the year and not much ever happened there (the residents considered it an exciting day if the Spar put the custard tarts on sale).

However, if you continued northwards along the road that cut through the green and cast a glance to your right, you’d spy a vast pair of shiny black gates that looked like the fortress to an ancient citadel. These guarded the drive to Drummond Hall, a vast, Victorian stately home that overlooked the beach, and was owned by the Drummond family. Until he retired the previous year, this was where Dad had worked for nearly forty years, in the stables as Lord Drummond’s racing manager. One of my earliest memories was the smell of sweat, horse and hoof oil on his collar when he arrived home every evening to the farmhouse that we rented from the estate.

That Lord Drummond had died was a shock in itself, because Northcliffe was a small place where you couldn’t fart in bed without somebody discussing it in the pub, and Dad hadn’t mentioned him even being ill. Had he? I made a tight knot with my lips while I thought. Perhaps he had during one of my rare phone calls home and I’d misheard?

But it was a shock that I could already sense giving way to more complicated emotions.

I’d spent much of my childhood running around the gardens and the grounds of the hall since Jack had been best friends with Lord Drummond’s son, Arthur. Or Art, as everyone called him. But if I went home for the funeral, out of filial duty, which I probably should since I couldn’t imagine my brother bothering, then I’d have to see Art and maybe even speak to him for the first time in fifteen years.

My heart beat harder at the thought, my chest a muddled confusion of pain and anticipation. Mostly pain, I told myself firmly. Really, I’d rather eat my own toenails than face him after so long.

Puffing out my cheeks, I exhaled slowly at the ceiling. If I was going to do this, I’d just have to make sure I was wearing my best suit and an extremely uplifting bra.






Chapter 2

THE TRAIN TO MORPETH took nearly four hours and I spent much of it reading the Lemons’ joint bank statements, but I always stopped whatever I was doing for the last half-hour of the journey to stare through the window. This stretch surprised people who’d never travelled here, as if they expected to see factories belching black smoke this far north and were stunned, instead, to be greeted by golden expanses of beach and the silver sea beyond. In the summer, American tourists on their way to the Edinburgh Festival looked up and exclaimed: ‘Herb! Honey, quick, get your camera, come and take a picture of the ocean.’

Linzi’s case didn’t distract me very successfully. While I combed through the statements and their property deeds, I remained aware, every second, that the train was hurrying me towards an awkward reunion with Art.

Every now and then, even though we hadn’t seen one another for years, I’d imagined randomly running into him. In this fantasy, I’d look like Nicole Kidman playing a lawyer in a Netflix series: tailored suit, reddish curls pulled together in a loose ponytail, with a few tendrils that had come free around my face, but in a sexy way, not in a dishevelled manner that implied I was an adult who still hadn’t mastered her own hair. There I’d be, bouncing along in my heels, looking important and busy.

‘Oh my god, Art, hey!’ I’d say, stopping in the street and smiling at him. I would not sweat. I would not stammer. We would have a conversation in which I didn’t say or do anything embarrassing and, somehow, in the course of this two-minute interaction, I’d manage to impart that I had a terrific life, worked for London’s top law firm, had been with Gus for eleven years and, yes, yes, we did own our own place. No children yet, no, but we did have two bedrooms and a corkscrew that aerated the wine when you opened it.

After this, I’d explain that I had to get back to my serious job in my serious office, leaving Art bent over and sobbing on the pavement, devastated that he’d ever let me go.

But as I travelled towards Morpeth, I felt less sure that I could pull off such a confident exchange. My eyes flicked to the emergency alarm at the end of the carriage and I had a dangerous urge to pull it and jump off, to catch the first train back to London. Then I told myself to get a grip. Art had been my childhood friend before anything else and I was simply going to pay my respects to his father.

Actually, he’d been Jack’s friend before mine since they were the same age and mucked around together as kids, mostly before Art turned thirteen and was sent away from Northcliffe to boarding school.

That was the moment I’d realized how different we were to him. Or one of the moments. Until then, the social gulf between us and Art hadn’t occurred to me. When I was small, when I started tagging along behind the boys, all I knew was that Art’s house was bigger than ours. Much bigger. Drummond Hall had 112 rooms, which made for long games of sardines that usually ended with me in tears because I couldn’t find either of them. There was also a landscaped garden which we’d never seemed to reach the edges of, a maze (I usually got lost and cried in that, too), a butler called Henry and a chef called Frank, plus Art’s nanny, Nanny Gertrude, a tennis court and not one but two large, ornate fishponds spaced as perfectly as crop circles under the French windows at the back of the house.

There were other signs that we were different: they had a nicer car than us – or several cars, since Lord Drummond collected them, kept in a huge garage behind the stable block. Art had his own bathroom, and a TV in his bedroom with a built-in video player, where Jack and I watched the newest films with him because he got those, too. He was sent to Eton. The Drummonds went skiing every year. But Art never seemed different himself, spoiled or snobby. He was just my friend – until the day that he wasn’t.

The train’s tannoy system jolted me from the memories. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we will shortly be arriving in Morpeth. Please ensure you take all your belongings with you and…’

I shook my head at my reflection in the train’s window, cross with myself for allowing these memories to break through. That was enough. No more wallowing, Eleanor Mason. You’re going to the funeral, spending one night at home and returning tomorrow morning in a sensible, grown-up fashion.
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Although he’d worked for him for nearly forty years, Dad didn’t seem hugely affected by Lord Drummond’s death. On the drive home from the station, he explained that the cause had been a heart attack, probably brought on because Lord Drummond had been in bed with his mistress, a lady who owned a dog-grooming parlour in Alnmouth.

‘Not a bad way to go, eh?’ Dad added with a loud laugh, thumping a huge hand on the steering wheel in approval.

To be fair, even to their employees, Lord and Lady Drummond had always been fairly remote characters in the village. They were the de facto rulers of Northcliffe who lived in the big house but were often away and rarely mingled with the rest of us. I’m pretty sure Lady Drummond thought we were peasants. She often gave that impression when Jack and I showed up at the hall as kids, looking for Art. Her nose would twitch with distaste as if we smelt of horse dung. Maybe we did.

I’d been scared of Art’s parents as a child. Lady Drummond was tall and thin with a pointy face. She was a former model who’d been on the cover of Vogue, but I’d always thought she looked like a human stoat because her nose twitched at everything she disliked. It wasn’t just me and Jack. The list also included mud, fat people, most types of food and anybody she deemed her social inferior. The locals called her Lady de Vil because she was only ever seen wearing some sort of animal – fox, rabbit, chinchilla, maybe even stoat itself. And when we were small she travelled constantly – to London, to Paris, to New York or to the latest spa in Switzerland – leaving Art with Nanny Gertrude since Lord Drummond was often away too, visiting racecourses in France, Dubai, even Australia.

If Lady Drummond was a stoat, then Lord Drummond had been a badger; shorter, rounder, with thick black eyebrows that almost met in the middle. He always wore tweed suits with bright yellow socks and some form of hat to hide his receding hairline – a trilby, a flat hat, a panama. Nanny Gertrude had been his nanny when small and he hired her to return to Drummond Hall when Art was born, the most sensible decision Lord Drummond ever made since she loved Art as if he was hers.

As Dad drove, I wondered whether I’d speak to Nanny Gertrude at the funeral. She still lived up here, in a cottage on the estate, and must be in her nineties now, although I hadn’t seen her for years. She used to be the shape of a muffin with a huge bosom, always covered in a pastel cardigan, which she’d frequently clasped us to. Normal people have fears like heights and spiders but Nanny Gertrude’s greatest fear had been that one of us would catch a cold, which was unfortunate given that we lived in a blustery village overlooking the North Sea.

Dad slowed the car as we approached the Northcliffe sign and I instinctively glanced to my right at the mile-long strip of sand and the cliffs overlooking it. From up there you could survey the whole beach: the dog walkers, the seagulls waddling in shallow puddles left by the retreating tide, even the odd kite surfer taking advantage of the winds that often battered this section of the coast.

It was also where Drummond Hall sat, on top of the cliffs, looking out over the waves below.

Dad pulled off the main road into a space outside the village pub.

‘Hang on, we not going home?’

‘No, lunch here, then straight to church. That all right, pet?’

‘Oh right, yep, no problem, that’s fine,’ I replied, smoothing down my skirt. I’d been hoping to go home where I could more easily have touched up my make-up. What was the appropriate amount of make-up for a funeral where you’d also bump into your first love? Unsure, I’d bundled every brush, cream, palette and powder I owned into a Sainsbury’s bag for life in the flat that morning since it wouldn’t all fit into my usual cosmetic bag. I wasn’t at all sure that I could make myself look like Nicole Kidman in the pub, but I’d have a go in the ladies’ toilets.

The pub was called the Drunken Duck and it sat on the edge of the green. A squat, white stone house with a thatched roof, it was built by the first Lord Drummond when villagers must have been hobbits. The ceiling was so low, and the wooden beams lower still, that tall people were normally brained the first time they visited.

Its small windows would have made it dark inside but Marjorie, Terence the landlord’s wife, had strung fairy lights across the beams and there was always a fire going at one end, even on a relatively balmy day in March.

‘Hiya, love,’ said Mum, waving at me from their table. I say their; it was really Dad’s table. He and his farmer mate Roy sat there every evening, in the corner beside the fire, discussing the weather and Roy’s cows. Mum normally stayed at home with one of her romance books.

‘Hi, Mum. Nice hair!’

For as long as I could remember, every morning, before making her first cup of tea, or our breakfasts, or feeding the dogs or reaching
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