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The Night of the Fire





Monday 13 May



It had taken seven minutes for the first of the fire engines to screech to a halt outside the offices of Morris & Wood, but even by then anyone could have seen it was too late. The fire had coursed through the building at an alarming rate. Red and orange flames were already obscured by a billowing cloud of dark-grey smoke. The sound of breaking glass shattered the air.

She was on the quay across the river from the office, with a perfect view that she no longer wanted, yet couldn’t bring herself to turn away from.

To her right a few people had spilled out of The Star pub and the couple of restaurants nearby. It was a warm evening in mid-May, warm enough to be out enjoying the longer evening even though it was a Monday night.

Most of the onlookers had probably protested against the development of the Morris & Wood offices when plans for the building were first proposed to the council. The development had caused outrage five years ago. Ad hoc meetings set up in cafés and school halls had been attended by angry residents from Lymington and beyond, who refused to allow such an eyesore to be built.

No one, they had said, wants to look across the Lymington River from the beautiful quay and see a monstrosity of a glass office staring back at them. Bloody Londoners, they had murmured among themselves. They are the problem, coming to the south coast from the city, taking over our town.

Only a few months later Harry Wood had had them all eating out of his palm. Well, maybe not all of them, but the ones who counted.

And so the plans had been approved, the building work started. Anyone who knew the first thing about architecture should have been able to see the offices would be a thing of beauty – too much so for an advertising agency perhaps?

By then the same residents had begun to forgive Harry Wood for anything. He had recruited locally, was supporting charities close to their hearts. The Lymington Care Home had never had so many minibuses and outings to the New Forest.

Yet once upon a time some of the people now gawping at the fire, as it continued to ravage the building, might have joked to their friends that they’d have liked to have burned it to the ground themselves. Because even after it was built, when its tall glass front reflected the light from the water, dappled against the setting sun, it still left a bitter taste in the mouths of a few. The ones who saw through people like Harry Wood.

Possibly, she considered, over the course of the next few days the police might wonder if there was any link between those early protestors and the fire.

Her heart beat rapidly at this thought, her eyes scanning the small crowd.

Might they think that? Was it possible the police would focus their attention on something so altogether different from the truth?

She pulled back against the wall, hoping to keep out of sight. Her pulse reverberated through her ears, deafening her to the sounds of the commotion unfurling in front of her eyes.

Three fire engines were now parked haphazardly, at least two police cars that she could see, and now an ambulance was pulling to a halt. The scene played out like a silent movie. She could imagine it unfurling in slow motion, even though the reality was frenzied.

There was a taste of salt on her lips and she licked it away, realising tears had escaped without her knowledge. Clenching her arms across her chest, she wrapped them around herself as tightly as she could, almost folding inwards. Her fingers tingled. If she brought them to her nostrils she would smell the fuel on them. She didn’t think she would ever forget that stench, its potency making her want to retch.

Is this what you wanted? she asked herself.

She pulled a hand away from her chest and held it over her mouth, her mind racing. She tried to imagine what would happen in the morning. How many employees would turn up to find nothing more than a pile of rubble where their precious offices once stood, or if they’d already have been told they no longer had jobs to go to.

Every one of them would no doubt have to speak to the police, tell them what little they knew. She was certain the detectives would be merely scratching the surface when it came to most of the staff, led on a merry dance that took them far away from what had really happened.

There would likely be the odd comment from one or two members of the team who thought they had something of interest to say, but she doubted they’d point the detectives in the right direction.

She focused her gaze on the small gathering of uniforms grouped beside one of the fire engines. A fireman was gesturing, pointing fiercely towards the building, while another one yelled behind him, calling others over. She hadn’t imagined the fire would spread so quickly.

Suddenly it was apparent that something was happening. Something urgent, for even from here she could sense the apprehension in the air. It had darkened somehow, become thicker with foreboding.

Automatically she inched forward until she was trapped in the beam of a street light. Her heart pounded even more heavily against the wall of her chest as she strained to get a better view, edging closer still, along the narrow pathway that ran in front of the waterside houses.

Everything told her she should leave. She should be at home with her family. At some point there would be a call about what had happened and, when it came, that was where she needed to be.

And yet at the same time she couldn’t tear herself away from the scene.

One of the firemen had now stood aside, allowing her a perfect vision of the stretcher on the pavement. A body was being carried out of the burning building, laid upon the stretcher, and then a circle of people closed around it and she could see no more.

Her body felt like liquid, as if at any moment she would melt away and sink into the ground.

What had she done? It had seemed such a perfect solution. But now she could see that it was by no means an end. It was only the beginning. Now she could see that her actions would strip her of everything that was truly important.

Her family.

She clutched her stomach and bent double, retching on the path beside her. Her hands shook violently.

Revenge and anger had blinded her, and now she might very well lose the two most important people in her life. And it was too late to do anything about it.




Tuesday 14 May



Initial interviews between DC Emily Marlow and the staff of Morris & Wood, following the fire on Monday 13 May



Bryony Knight, Account Assistant


Bryony:Is anyone dead?

Marlow:I’m afraid we can’t answer that at this moment.

Bryony:Can’t answer? (pauses) Okay. Well. In answer to your question, I’ve worked there for eighteen months.

Marlow:And who do you report into?

Bryony:Well (laughs), it was Laura Denning, before she went off on maternity leave. Then it was Mia, who replaced her, and now – it’s both of them! It doesn’t really work but … Do you know what’s going to happen? I mean, am I going to carry on getting paid? I’ve got rent to pay and if I can’t work …

Marlow:These are all things you’ll have to ask your Human Resources department. As I’m sure you can appreciate, I’m investigating the fire.

Bryony:I know. I just – well, I can’t afford to lose the money, that’s all.

Marlow:You say you like it there. So you enjoy your job? Have you always been happy at Morris & Wood?

Bryony:Totally. It’s an awesome place to work, I mean the offices are – were, I mean – the offices were amazing. Shit! I can’t believe they’re actually gone. Who could have done it?

Marlow:That’s what we’re trying to ascertain.

Bryony:And you think it was someone who worked there? That’s why you’re interviewing us all?

Marlow:No, I’m not saying that. I’m just trying to build up a picture of what the staff thought of the company, and how you all felt about working for Harry Wood.

Bryony:Well, Harry’s amazing. He’s a totally great boss. Everyone loves working for Harry – you won’t be able to find one person who doesn’t. Harry always stops and talks to you, he’s (laughs) … I don’t know. He’s very good-looking.

Marlow:So, in your opinion, you think everyone believes Harry Wood is a good CEO?

Bryony:Oh God, yeah. I mean, I don’t really know what a CEO does or anything, but if you mean do I think everyone was happy working for him, then as I say, totally. That’s why no one ever leaves.

Marlow:I see someone left very recently. Sarah Clifton?

Bryony:Oh, right, Sarah. Yes, of course. I forgot about her.

Marlow:Do you know why she did?

Bryony:Not for sure, but I heard the rumours.

Marlow:The rumours?

Bryony:Yeah. She had issues with her boss, Mike Lewis. But … well, one day she’d suddenly just gone. She was a very quiet girl. I didn’t even realise she’d left until a week later.

Marlow:Did you hear any other rumours, Miss Knight?

Bryony:Like what?

Marlow:Anything at all.

Bryony:(pauses) There are always rumours in an office that big; it depends which one you mean.



Henrietta James, Senior Account Manager


Henrietta:Harry Wood is a good CEO, I suppose, but I didn’t have much to do with him on a day-to-day basis. Of course all the young girls love him. By ‘young’ I mean the ones in their twenties. Not that I’m old, for God’s sake – I’m only forty-two – but you feel it sometimes, you know? When everyone around you wasn’t even born when you were leaving school (laughs). Anyway, I think they like him because he’s always very nice, and of course he is handsome. Even I can give him that, but I guess they’re blinded at that age, aren’t they?

Marlow:How do you mean blinded? Do you think you saw things they didn’t?

Henrietta:I’m sure I did.

Marlow:Such as?

Henrietta:(sighs) Such as the way he only really has time for his own, I suppose. The people who work directly under him. He makes a show of speaking to us all, of course, but it always feels a little … off. I think he’s happiest when he’s around the board table with the senior directors.

Marlow:Mia Anderson is one of your directors, is that correct?

Henrietta:(nods) That’s right. We have five of them now. There had only ever been four in the whole time I’ve worked there, but Harry kept Mia on. Thank God, if you ask me. It was about time we had someone like Mia.

Marlow:What do mean, ‘someone like Mia’?

Henrietta:A woman at that level we could talk to. You know, she’s only the second woman to sit on the board?

Marlow:Mainly men are appointed?

Henrietta:Oh yes.

Marlow:Do you think this is an issue?

Henrietta:I don’t know. I’ve never really given it much thought before. I always thought it was just the way it is. Women go off and have babies. That’s what they say, don’t they? Take me, I went part-time after having kids, so why would anyone consider me for a promotion?

Marlow:You don’t think you’ll get promoted because you’re part-time?

Henrietta:I know I won’t.

Marlow:Is that the way it is throughout the company?

Henrietta:I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with the way Harry does things.

Marlow:I’m not suggesting you are.

Henrietta:I’m not trying to cause trouble or anything. I’m not saying there’s some inequality issue … I never did buy into all the stuff that—

Marlow:Yes?

Henrietta:It doesn’t matter. I’m just saying I don’t want you to start thinking I had any issues. I don’t.

Marlow:I realise that isn’t what you’re suggesting.
     You say it was nice to have Mia Anderson, because you could talk to her. How about Laura Denning? I believe she’s the other director you refer to? The other woman who sits on the board?

Henrietta:She is, but I’ve never really felt comfortable talking to Laura about anything personal. Laura Denning is very – professional, I suppose you would say.

Marlow:Mia Anderson was brought in to cover Laura Denning’s maternity leave?

Henrietta:(nods) Laura went off for six months. She came back two months ago.

Marlow:And yet Mia Anderson is still there? Has this caused any issues, in your opinion?

Henrietta:(laughs) Oh yes, and that’s a whole different story.

Marlow:In what way?

Henrietta:It didn’t go down well at all. The moment Laura Denning walked back in, after she’d had her baby – well, let’s just say we all knew there’d be problems. Yes, I suppose after that, things definitely started to change at Morris & Wood.






Chapter One





Two months earlier



Laura stood in the doorway to the kitchen and watched her husband, Nate, carefully stirring a wooden spoon around a pan that was balanced precariously on the edge of the hob. In his other arm, nestled into his side, was Bobby. Her son’s little head lolled against his dad’s shoulder and every time Nate moved, Bobby sprang up as if he’d been jolted wide awake.

Laura tensed as she waited for her son’s eyes to open. He was fast asleep and while Nate hummed quietly, seemingly oblivious to her standing watching, she felt her eyes moisten.

‘I’m off, then.’ The words left her lips almost silently, but Nate turned immediately and broke into a smile.

‘Hey, gorgeous, you look amazing. And see: it still fits perfectly.’

‘Not really.’ She ran her hands down the front of her shirt. The buttons tugged over her breasts so much so that she’d worn a vest top underneath, even though the offices were always too hot.

Laura had spent more time in front of the mirror in the last hour than she had in the last six months. Her dark hair had been pulled into a ponytail, then let loose, and was now tied in a straggly bun at the base of her neck. She’d chipped flakes of dry mascara off its wand before applying it to her lashes and had added more grey eyeshadow than she’d ever worn to work previously, all in an attempt to feel more confident. And yet she still didn’t know how she’d make it out of the front door.

‘You’re nervous,’ Nate said. ‘You’re bound to be, going back after all this time.’

She shook her head and attempted a smile, biting her lip as she strode over to where he had switched off the hob. ‘I’m going to miss you, little man,’ she whispered into her son’s warm hair, kissing his head, her lips lingering, too afraid to pull away.

She shouldn’t be nervous. She loved her job. Morris & Wood had been her life until Bobby had come along. And yet Laura thought there was every chance she was going to be sick. That it would be a whole lot easier if she called Harry and postponed her return. Just for another week. One more week and then surely she would feel better.

But they had done the maths, and now that her full maternity pay had ended, they were reliant on Laura’s salary to pay for the mortgage they’d excitedly stretched themselves to afford five years ago, when she started working for Harry Wood. They both knew that when Bobby came along, it was Laura who’d return to work full-time because, even putting aside the fact that she out-earned her husband by a significant amount, it was Laura who had the career, who had never been able to imagine life without her job.

Nate was smiling. ‘You’re going to knock ’em all dead. Like you always have.’

‘You’re biased.’

‘I know I am, but I also know how brilliant you are. Particularly with all the work you’ve been doing to prepare,’ he added, nodding at the laptop sticking out the top of her bag. ‘It’ll be like you haven’t been away.’

‘Maybe,’ she replied, her gaze still on Bobby. It was impossible to believe it would ever feel like that. Not when she’d spent the last six months caring for another human being around the clock.

But Nate was right about one thing. She had put in a lot of hours over the last couple of weeks, preparing herself to dive straight back into her biggest accounts. She felt excited to talk to her lead client, Coopers, about ideas for the TV advert they wanted to start work on this summer. They’d been planning to invest heavily in promotion for their new health-drink brand and she’d been so keen to get her teeth into the campaign. Anyway, surely the moment she stepped out of the office lift onto her floor she would stop feeling so nervous.

‘Just go,’ Nate told her, turning back to the porridge on the hob, scooping out a spoonful, which he tipped into a small plastic bowl.

‘You know that’ll be too hot,’ she said. ‘You need to cool it down first. He can’t eat it like—’

‘I know,’ Nate laughed.

‘Call me if anything happens.’

Nate nodded as he pushed the bowl to one side and twisted round to kiss her. ‘Hey!’ He reached out his hand and ran a thumb across her cheek. ‘Why are you crying?’

‘I’m not.’ She pulled back and laughed, swiping a hand against him. ‘I’m just, you know, I haven’t left him in six months.’

‘Well, this guy and I are going to have a blast. As soon as you’re gone, we’re going to vacuum the house and put on a load of washing and then – then we’re off to the park.’

‘Nate, am I doing the right thing?’

‘Yes.’ He took hold of her arm. ‘Of course you are.’

Her stomach felt heavy and twisted. The decision that had always been such a simple one suddenly felt as if it was swamping her. Like she had no other choice. And in that moment Laura wished that Nate’s job in IT paid more than it did. Or that her husband had the same degree of ambition she had.

She quickly shook the thought from her head. Deep down, there was nothing she would change about Nate. They were different, and it worked. Laura had often wanted to be more like him and happily throw dinner parties at a moment’s notice, or not be remotely bothered when the doorbell rang and a visitor showed up uninvited. But she wasn’t that person. She was the one who felt most content when she was controlled and organised; and efficiently running the marketing for a number of clients was something Laura thrived upon. It was why she’d felt she was leaving a part of herself behind, the day she walked out of Morris & Wood to go on maternity leave. And deep down, when she reminded herself of this, she thought how wonderful it would be to find that part again.

Despite this thought, her intermittent tingles of excitement blended with dread as she gazed at her son and told Nate she would be home early. ‘Well, early enough to give him tea, do his bath …’

Nate grinned. ‘Just do whatever you have to, on your first day. I won’t expect you until I see you.’

‘No, but I will,’ she said, looking up at him sharply. ‘I want to.’

‘That’s cool,’ he continued to smile. ‘We’ll look forward to seeing you.’

Of course he probably didn’t believe her, because she’d so rarely got home before seven in the past, but she would prove him wrong. She wasn’t about to let her job take away time with her precious family. She was confident she could make both work, despite what the mums in her NCT group had warned her.

She had brushed off their concerns when, in passing conversation, she’d told them she was returning to work. If anything, she’d wanted to slap the look of horror off Chrissie’s face. Not that she was surprised with Chrissie, who passed judgement on everything from colic to weaning, to when was the right time to stop breastfeeding. But none of them were planning to go back full-time. Even Nancy had said she would only do three days if one of them could be working from home. And certainly none of them had even considered the possibility of going back before their full twelve months were up.

Laura knew what they thought of her. That she clearly didn’t want to spend time with her son. Of course they never said as much, but she could tell that’s what they must think, by the constant hammering of questions, the persistence of wouldn’t she miss him?

Yes, she was going to miss him. What did they think: that she was a bloody robot? Her heart was tearing in two, and she hadn’t even left the house.

Laura had justified herself to the women in her group, time and time again, and all the while they’d made out they weren’t judging her, but of course they were. Or it had felt that way.

‘As soon as you get to the office you’ll be fine,’ Nate was saying as he reached behind and passed her a flask. ‘Decaf tea.’

She sighed. ‘You’re amazing, you know that?’

‘I do. Now go. You don’t want to be late on your first day back. Text me and tell me how you’re getting on,’ he called as she kissed him and walked away. ‘We miss you already.’

Laura held up a hand, but she couldn’t look back again.



The offices of Morris & Wood looked out over the Lymington River and to the quay on the other side. It was an idyllic location. Laura hadn’t believed her luck when, five years ago, Harry Wood branched out his successful advertising agency to the south coast. She had heard of the London agency long before the first plans were submitted to the council. Laura had been one of the very few who hoped the development would go ahead, because the chance of working for such a prestigious advertising company, which happened to be on her doorstep, was unbelievable. It felt like all the good jobs were in London, and Laura had been wasting away in a small family-run agency that tried its hardest to get some exciting clients, but never quite made it.

She had followed the plans with interest and then, once they were given the green light, had eagerly watched the build and put in her application as soon as she caught wind that Harry was recruiting.

Laura didn’t consider what Harry’s reasons were for setting up on the south coast – she didn’t particularly care. She just hoped she would get a job working for him. She hadn’t dared imagine that he would spot how talented she was so soon and, within a year, would give her a promotion, and then another two after that, which would eventually make her a director.

The last five years had been the best of her life, and being on the board meant that she and Nate could finally move out of their rented flat and buy a three-bedroom detached on the outskirts of town. Harry had given her these opportunities and she would never forget that.

The day Laura had found out she was pregnant, her heart had dipped slightly. It was a feeling she’d never once admitted to anyone, especially not to Nate, but as she’d driven to the office that morning, with the pregnancy stick wrapped in toilet paper and buried in her bag, she’d pushed the news to the back of her mind. She knew how awful it was that her first thought had been that she would have to give up her job.

She didn’t tell anyone at work for five months that she was expecting. But by that point she had come to the conclusion that her career didn’t need to suffer, that a short sabbatical wasn’t the end of the world. And by the time she was due to leave, Laura was beyond excited to be having a baby.

This first morning back, Laura took the lift up to the third floor, guilt flooding her body, seeping into every part of her, that she’d once not been delighted at the prospect of having Bobby. Her initial reaction hadn’t been utter joy and it was something she’d never be able to change. Since her son had been born she’d reminded herself of this time and time again, and had looked at her son’s gorgeous face and felt sick that she’d ever thought that, convincing herself that one day she’d be paid back for those feelings. That maybe she didn’t deserve to be a mother and something would happen to put that right.

To say she was a mess, since giving birth, seemed a little of an understatement, Laura thought as she waited for the lift doors to open. When they did, she stepped out onto the floor, her stomach still bubbling. It would be so easy to turn round and go back down, drive home, scoop up her son and tell her husband that he would have to return to work.

Yet she knew she never would.

Laura glanced across the floor nervously. It was before eight and there were only a few people in already, heads buried in concentration. No one looked up, which gave her time to take in the changes. The wall behind the water cooler had been repainted, the configuration of desks to her right had been redesigned into star shapes at awkward angles – no longer rows looking out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that stared over the river.

She strained to see if her own desk was still in the same position, just outside Harry’s glass office at the far end of the floor. Had they moved her? She couldn’t see from where she was standing, but there was always the possibility someone had decided to put her elsewhere while she wasn’t there to defend herself.

Laura could already feel a burn of anxiety at the thought of the conversations she’d have, if that were the case, and suddenly she realised how much harder it was going to be settling back in than she could ever have imagined.

It was no surprise that to her left the display boards had been refreshed with new creatives that she’d not seen before, but it didn’t stop her heart sinking. Six months ago more than half of them had been her own work, and now she didn’t recognise any of them, bar one in the bottom corner, which had won her and the company a prize.

She told herself she could do this as she started walking across the office, willing at least one person to look up and acknowledge her, so she’d be able to break the silence. It was Henrietta James who appeared first, out of the toilets, stopping short when she saw Laura.

Henrietta’s face broke into a wide smile and she glanced briefly in the direction of Laura’s desk, before turning to her and declaring loudly, ‘You’re back!’

‘I am,’ Laura replied, following the woman’s gaze towards where her desk should be, but still she couldn’t see it from where they stood.

‘Gosh!’ Henrietta declared. ‘I can’t believe how quickly six months have flown.’

‘I know,’ Laura said as the woman continued to smile at her. She liked Henrietta well enough; she’d always done a good job and worked hard, even though there’d been many times when Laura had squirmed, irritated, as she’d waited for Henrietta to finish a conversation about her weekend with someone, before returning to her desk to complete the work Laura needed urgently. Laura had needed to pull her up on it a couple of times.

‘So how are you finding life as a mum?’ Henrietta was asking. ‘Is he sleeping through?’

‘He was,’ Laura said, ‘but recently not so much.’ She smiled to convey it wasn’t really an issue, though it had been taking its toll on her and Nate.

‘And how was it leaving him this morning?’ Henrietta went on, diving straight for the jugular.

‘Oh, it was fine,’ Laura said, though as Henrietta’s eyebrows rose, she wondered if this was the right thing to say. Maybe she was supposed to open up now with the women in the office. She and Henrietta were both mothers, after all. Should she tell her the truth: that leaving Bobby that morning was the hardest thing she had ever done?

But baring her soul didn’t sit well, so instead Laura said, ‘Well, I should get to my desk.’

Henrietta nodded and stepped aside, and Laura saw the disbelief in her eyes that she had managed to cut her off so quickly. Her thoughts immediately turned to Nate and she decided to call him in a bit. She had a pang of longing, stronger than she would ever have expected. She straightened her back and started to walk towards Harry’s office and the place where, hopefully, her desk still sat.

As she neared it, Laura felt instant relief to see it in the same place it had always been – until she realised someone was sitting at it. Someone with a bright-pink pencil pot and a Gucci handbag, a grey cardigan slung over the back of Laura’s chair and, for some reason, Christmas paper-chains still hanging over the top of the computer screen, even though it was the third week of March.

Even before the woman at her desk slowly turned round, Laura knew it was Mia Anderson, the person she had hastily recruited to cover her maternity leave. Her thoughts flitted back to the interview and how Mia had nodded, answering Laura’s quick-fire questions, so grateful to be given the opportunity to step into her shoes for a few months.

And yet the woman sitting in front of her today had clearly made herself at home, and while Laura should probably have expected Mia still to be here, she hadn’t thought for one minute she’d find Mia sitting in her seat like it was her own.




Chapter Two

Laura stepped forward as Mia turned round, smiling and gesturing to her ear and the earpiece stuck in it as she carried on chatting. ‘Of course, that’s totally fine,’ she said to whoever was on the other end of the phone, her eyes still on Laura as a sheepish grin hung off her lips. ‘Yep, it’s really no problem, I can get on that straight away.’ She raised her eyes dramatically as if the whole conversation was nothing more than amusing, while Laura stood stupidly beside her own desk and waited for Mia to finish. Eventually Mia turned her back to Laura and flipped open a notebook, riffling through until she got to a blank page.

Laura hot-stepped from one foot to the other, her handbag weighing heavily on her left shoulder, her jacket now making her too hot. She didn’t dare look about her, as she could already sense that people must be watching and there was no sign of Mia finishing her phone conversation.

She glanced around at a few vacant desks, considering whether to drop her things onto one of them. But no, this was her desk, and Mia was at it. Laura’s notepads and pens were presumably still in its drawers, and her files must surely be stacked in the lower cabinet. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so painfully embarrassed at work, and she was still dithering behind Mia when Harry’s voice boomed across the floor, so loudly that even Mia looked up from her call.

Usually Laura wanted the ground to swallow her when he did so, but in that moment she was grateful for her boss coming to her rescue, giving her something to distract her from Mia’s conversation.

‘Here she is,’ Harry announced as he made his way towards her, reaching out his arms and leaning forward to kiss Laura on the cheek. He grinned and then seemed to register why she was standing awkwardly in the middle of the floor, for he added quickly, ‘Come on into my office. Let’s catch up.’

Laura followed him through and, once they were inside and Harry had kicked the door shut behind him, he said, ‘God, we’ve missed you around here. The place has nearly fallen apart.’

‘Really?’ she asked hopefully, despite the fact that she knew this was exactly the kind of thing Harry would say, whether he meant it or not.

‘Please tell me you aren’t going to be having any more kids,’ he joked.

‘Harry, you can’t say things like that.’

‘Oh, come on – you know what I mean.’

‘Well, after that birth, I don’t think I’m going to be pushing any more out just yet.’

‘Okay, too much info,’ he said. ‘But seriously, it’s so good to have you back.’ He held her at arm’s length, his eyes roaming her face. ‘You look wonderful. Motherhood suits you.’

‘Thank you.’ Laura blushed and pulled away, glancing through the glass window of his office to those sitting at their desks on the other side of it. Everyone could see into Harry’s office; she had felt their eyes on her enough times over the years, most likely wondering what was being discussed between them, and probably drawing their own ridiculous conclusions about why she was in there again. Rumours were as rife in Morris & Wood as they were in any other office, and Laura wasn’t naïve enough to think she had escaped being the subject of gossip. But this morning no one was watching, not even Mia.

‘How’s the little one?’ Harry asked.

‘Bobby’s fine. He’s six months already. I can’t believe where the time’s gone.’

‘It flies fast, I know. Ella’s starting secondary this September. It makes me feel ill. Or maybe that’s just the hike in fees.’ His mouth skewed into a lopsided smile that made Laura cringe. Harry had a habit of brazenly throwing money into the conversation, and she was never quite sure if he did it on purpose or whether he genuinely had no idea how other people might take it.

‘So anyway,’ he went on. ‘How are you feeling? Ready to get back into it?’

‘Totally,’ Laura nodded. ‘Only’ – she indicated out of the window – ‘Mia seems to be sitting at my desk.’

‘Oh, that’s not a problem,’ he said. ‘She likely forgot you were due back this morning.’ His eyes lingered on Mia for a moment, before he turned back to Laura. ‘She’s done a good job. You were right on the money when you told me to hire her.’

Laura glanced across at Mia too. She had now finished the call and was leaning back in the chair, laughing with Bryony Knight, who was peering over the top of Laura’s PC. Bryony was Laura’s account assistant and yet there she was, as if she had transferred her allegiances too.

‘I want to have my desk back, Harry.’ She turned back to her boss. ‘I don’t want to sit anywhere else.’ Laura hoped her words didn’t sound as childish as they suddenly felt.

‘Of course not.’ He waved a hand through the air. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll have a word after the exec meeting this morning.’

Laura nodded and released a breath. ‘I can’t wait to take you through some things I’ve been thinking about,’ she said. ‘I have some great ideas.’

‘That’s what I love about you, Laura,’ he replied. ‘Your dedication.’ Harry gestured to the leather chair and she sat down, waiting for him to head to his own on the other side of his desk as she pulled her notebook out of her bag.

‘I want to talk to Coopers about the TV ad first thing, because I want to get that off the ground and hopefully start filming late summer. Honestly, I can’t wait to get stuck into this – I’ve done loads on it.’ She flapped her notebook in the air. ‘And I was thinking about sponsorship for their premium health-bar range too and …’ Laura paused. ‘What?’ she asked when she noticed the look on Harry’s face. His eyebrows were pinched into a point, frown lines dug into his forehead.

Harry ran a hand across the stubble that neatly covered his chin. He’d had his hair cut, she noticed. Maybe a little too short. It was a mixture of light and dark grey, and in places looked white in contrast to his black-rimmed glasses. He was in his early fifties and was easily still the most attractive man in the office.

He leaned back in his chair, the movement making it swivel gently to the side, and crossed a leg, flashing a bright-pink sock beneath his suit trousers. Then uncrossing it again, he shifted forward, steepling his hands on the desk in front of him. ‘The thing is, Laura, Coopers already commissioned the TV ads while you were away.’

‘Oh?’

‘They wanted to crack on with them.’

‘But they’d wanted to wait,’ she protested. ‘They said they were going to hold off until I was back. Who’s picked them up?’ she asked, thinking it was surely not Mia, though she already had the unnerving feeling that Mia was exactly who had been working on them.

‘Actually, Mia,’ he said, confirming her fears. ‘And I have to say she’s doing a great job …’ Harry trailed off awkwardly when he noticed the shock on her face. ‘Like I say, Laura, you were right to recruit her. It was a good call. She reminds me of you, you know – five years ago, when you came here. You both have the same go-getter attitude.’ Harry smiled, but it slid away quickly.

‘I didn’t recruit her,’ she said. ‘I hired her. Temporarily. She was only a replacement because …’ Laura waved a hand through the air. ‘She doesn’t have that much experience,’ she went on in disbelief, fragments of Mia’s interview coming back to her. It was one of the reasons she had taken Mia on: because she wasn’t a threat, she was just good enough to keep the job ticking over.

Mia had seemed nothing like Laura in the interview. She didn’t have the ambition or the desire for achievement that Laura had always shown. If anything, Laura had worried that Mia was a little too casual about her plans for the future, because she was clearly happy hopping from one temping post to another. She had wondered if Mia might not even hold out the six months needed, because frequently members of the Coopers team changed their minds at the last minute, demanded that Laura work weekends to turn around creatives. Laura thrived on that but she wasn’t sure Mia would, and yet she had taken the chance on her because in every other way Mia was exactly what she was looking for. All Laura needed was someone who would keep her job going, with no aspirations to get their hands on it.

Not like Patrick. Laura’s colleague, another account director, had made no attempt to hide his desire to take over Coopers, and Laura had worried that if he did, she might never get it back.

‘I’m sorry, Laura, I’m sure that isn’t the news you wanted to hear.’

‘No … well …’ she stammered. ‘I mean, I’m just surprised they didn’t wait for me to come back.’ She glanced over to where Mia was now standing beside her desk, one arm leaning casually on the top of the computer screen as she spoke with a woman Laura had never set eyes on before. ‘She seems to have made herself at home,’ she muttered.

Harry pulled back in his seat. ‘Laura, Coopers wanted to go ahead, and so of course that’s what we did. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.’

Laura nodded, her eyes stinging with the unexpected pressure of tears. God, surely she wasn’t going to start crying? She inhaled a tight breath, bit down on her lip and mentally tried to pull herself together. So this wasn’t what she expected, but it wasn’t irretrievable. ‘Right, well, I’ll need to have a chat with Mia.’

‘You will.’

‘It’s fine. I can take everything back from her by the end of the day – I shouldn’t need more than that.’ Laura had, after all, only had one day’s handover with Mia before she’d gone into premature labour in the early hours of the following morning. ‘I don’t think I’ll need her after today,’ she said, although as she turned back to Harry she saw that his face had paled.

‘Actually, I’ve agreed with Mia that she’s staying on for a bit.’

‘What? Why?’

‘I’ve asked her to carry on working here. I thought it would be best to have her see the campaign through. The Coopers team is on board with it—’

‘No, no, hold on.’ Laura’s heart raced as she held up a hand to stop him. ‘What do you mean, Mia’s seeing the campaign through? That’s not necessary, Harry. She can hand it over to me. There’s no need for both of us to be on it.’

Harry dipped his head.

‘This is ridiculous. What’s going on? She was here to cover me, and now I’m back. Mia doesn’t need to be here any longer. What is it?’ she snapped. ‘I can tell there’s something on your mind. Will you just say whatever it is?’

‘You won’t both be on the account while the campaign’s running. Mia’s going to be keeping it. For now,’ Harry added, after a beat.

‘What?’ Laura felt the heat creeping up her neck. ‘No!’

‘She’s done a really great job and – I feel crap for what I’m saying – Laura, this doesn’t reflect badly on you, I think it’s the right thing to do. And it means you can have the time to settle back in.’

‘I don’t need to settle back in, Harry.’ Laura stared at him as her voice rose to a high pitch. ‘I’ve only been gone for six months, and I’ve kept up to date on all my clients. You know that. We’ve spoken about it on the phone while I’ve been on leave. I don’t need to be babysat.’

‘That’s not what’s happening.’ He shook his head, the frown darkening his already deep-brown eyes. ‘It’s just that Mia’s got her teeth into this and … Laura, you said yourself, before you went off, that we could do with an extra pair of hands on the accounts.’

‘To work under me, Harry, not to replace me.’ She could feel the rise of her anger soaring through her body as she brushed a hand across her cheek, praying she didn’t break down in front of him. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Mia swishing her arms in the air as she spoke animatedly to whoever it was still leaning over the top of the PC.

Mia had told her in the interview that she was moving on, out of the area. Six months was supposed to be perfect because she wasn’t hanging around Lymington any longer. Laura hadn’t dug into what Mia was moving on from; it hadn’t felt relevant. But she’d been so adamant that she was going. ‘I cannot believe she has the experience to handle this campaign,’ she said now, shaking her head. ‘I mean, she came from …’ Laura gestured in the air, trying to recall Mia’s previous job. It had been with a marketing company in Southampton, but not one she had heard of. It was a short-term contract that had conveniently just finished, because it meant Mia could start the following week.

‘Are you actually telling me she’s doing a good job on it?’ Laura asked, though she didn’t want the answer. ‘Better than me?’ she went on. ‘Is Mia doing a better job than me, is that what it is?’

‘No, Laura, it isn’t. You know that’s not the case.’

She could laugh at the thought that she was once so worried about Patrick Carter covering her job. At least she would have known how to get Coopers back from Patrick. But Mia? She was an unknown entity.

Harry squirmed in his leather chair. The irritating squeak sounded loud in the silence between them.

‘She’s not replacing you,’ he said at last. ‘That’s not what this is.’

‘So tell me what it is then,’ she said through gritted teeth. She had to keep it together. With everyone milling about outside the window, she couldn’t let herself down, though she feared she might do so. ‘It sounds like you’ve taken my job away from me while I haven’t been here. I don’t actually think you can do that, Harry.’ She could hear the rise in her voice again, the way it was peaking, too high.

‘Okay,’ he said, leaning back, his face more rigid now, holding his hands up to stop her, like she had gone too far. ‘Let’s not get carried away. You know I would never do anything like that, Laura.’

‘Let’s not get carried away?’ she repeated. ‘Are you kidding me? This is not fair. What you’re doing to me isn’t fair.’ Laura wiped a hand across her eyes again, once more catching Mia in her peripheral vision.

She would not cry. The anger was burning her from the inside, but she would not cry.

‘What I mean is that I just thought it was the right thing to do, for now. Mia started the campaign, she’s going to complete it. No one is taking your job away from you, Laura. You still have it – nothing’s changed. And listen, I wasn’t going to say anything today,’ he went on more softly, eyeing her carefully as if worried she’d either break down or start screaming any moment, ‘but there’s a new opportunity on the horizon. It’s a start-up; it’ll be a big account but it’s not concrete yet.’

Laura continued to regard him. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

‘Someone I used to work with,’ he went on, ‘and he wants to put a lot of money into building his new company’s brand. Laura, you’d be perfect to handle it, but there’s no way you could possibly do both.’

She opened her mouth, but for a while no words came to her. She’d been talking to Harry about new opportunities before she had left, begging him for something else that she could invest in, but she hadn’t factored in giving up her most important client to do so. Eventually she said, ‘But this opportunity isn’t even definite.’

‘No, not yet. But I’m going to set up some time for you to meet him in the next couple of weeks, and in the meantime you can settle back in. I thought it would help you,’ he said, wide eyes imploring her. ‘I remember when Janie went back to work after Ella was born. She felt awful every time she had to take some time off when Ella was sick and—’

‘Harry!’ Laura snapped, ‘Nate’s at home. You know that. He’s given up his job so that I don’t have to run home every time something happens.’

Harry splayed his hands wide on the desk in front of him. ‘I know that, I know. But please, Laura, this wasn’t meant to make you feel worse. I was only trying to help.’ He flicked his wrist and she caught a flash of the gold watch peeking out from his cuff.

‘You couldn’t make me feel any worse if you tried,’ she said, her voice on the edge of snapping. ‘I want to keep Coopers. I don’t want another account.’

‘Okay,’ he said calmly. ‘Okay, let’s have another chat about this later. My meeting starts in five, and we can’t both be late for it. We’ll catch up again later in the day.’

Laura pushed the chair back. ‘I want her out of my desk.’

‘It’s done,’ he nodded.

She turned and left the office, tears still pricking the corners of her eyes, though she made it to the toilets before slamming her fists down on the surface beside the basin. Tugging a paper towel out, she dabbed it roughly against her skin, the other hand still curled into a tight ball as she gripped the basin.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to call Nate. She wanted to burst into tears and flee the office, run home before she had to face anyone else. Harry had no idea what she had given up to come back to work. But she had done it because of how much her job meant to her, and because she believed she would be a better mum if she still had her work.

All she wanted now was to see Bobby’s face, and the thought that she was missing out on a whole day of his young life for this was breaking her. Her already-knotted stomach twisted itself tighter. There were telltale patches of red clinging to her neck, which wouldn’t disappear before Harry’s exec meeting; and she knew, she just knew, that Mia Anderson would be in that same meeting room and she would have to face her.

Already Laura’s bun was looking scruffy, and in the bright light of the toilets the eyeshadow she’d so carefully applied that morning appeared smudged and heavy.

She didn’t believe a word of what Harry had told her. There was probably an old friend he was talking to, but in all likelihood he wouldn’t have considered Laura for the job until five minutes ago. She certainly didn’t think it was the reason he’d allowed Mia to dig her claws into the Coopers campaign.

There could only be one reason why Harry had allowed this to happen. Mia had to be better than her. That was the only thing Laura could think of – her replacement had done a better job in the last six months than she had in five years.

Her fingers clutched the edge of the basin as the door swung open behind her. A petite girl with tortoiseshell glasses paused momentarily as she stared at Laura in the mirror, a thin smile twitching on her lips, before she dropped her head and scurried to one of the cubicles.

What was her name? Susan? No, it was something like Sarah. That was it, Sarah Clifton. She’d joined the company a few months before Laura went off on her maternity leave, and had always seemed petrified whenever Laura asked her to do anything. It was a surprise she was still here, as Laura never had seen her fitting into Mike’s graphics team.

She shook her head and looked back at her own reflection. Harry wouldn’t have got away with what he’d just said, if she were a man. That was what galled her the most. That and the fact she hadn’t pointed out as much, when he said it.

She would make sure she got her client back, if it killed her. By the end of the week Mia would be gone.




Chapter Three

Mia Anderson had a number of things on her mind on Monday morning that didn’t involve work, so for a moment she had forgotten that Laura was coming back. It sounded ridiculous, especially after the conversation she’d had with Harry only the week before, but that was the truth of it. The events of her weekend had taken over, and it had been a relief when she’d left the house early that morning and driven to the office.

As soon as Henrietta had trilled out that Laura was back, Mia felt her stomach lurch with apprehension, because she knew Laura would be shocked to find her still here.

Within minutes Laura had been standing behind Mia’s desk while she was trying to have a call with one of the marketing team at Coopers, and it was putting her off-track. She needed to concentrate, but now Laura was shuffling back and forth, and Mia was torn between ignoring her and hanging up the call – something she just couldn’t do. Everyone knew how important this TV ad was. She would be presenting the final outline to Coopers in less than two weeks and she had to get it perfect. This was her big chance to prove herself.

Mia had been so relieved when Harry had pulled her into his office a fortnight ago and told her the news that she was to keep Coopers. She’d worked her arse off over the last six months and it had paid off. That night she’d taken some of her new friends from work down to the pub and told them the good news that she was staying on, and they’d been so happy for her. Henrietta James had insisted on buying the first round of drinks, even though she must have known Mia was paid more than she was; and Mia let her, even though she felt guilty about it. In fact she’d been relieved. Her pockets really weren’t as deep as everyone most likely thought.

On her desk her mobile began to vibrate. She pulled it towards her and checked the caller. Mum – Home. Mia closed her eyes briefly and for a second shut out the incoming call, the voice on the other end of the office line and the fact that Harry Wood had emerged from his office. When she opened them again, the call from her mum had already stopped and Laura was finally retreating.

Mia held her breath as she scribbled some notes, willing the conversation to be over soon, as she waited to see if her mum would call straight back or leave a message. Mia had only been in the office an hour – what was so important that she was calling so early?

By the time she put the phone down she noticed Patrick striding across the floor towards the boardroom and knew she didn’t have time to call back. Harry’s meeting was due to start and she couldn’t be late. She was up first, updating the rest of the directors on how the campaign was going; and today, more than ever, she needed to be on the ball, now that Laura was back. Now there was someone, Mia felt, who was going to be watching her carefully.

That night in the pub, a few rounds down, Henrietta had grabbed Mia’s arm and leaned in, slurring into her ear, presumably to be heard over the loud chatter, ‘I’m pleased you’re staying, but I know someone who won’t be.’

Mia had raised her eyes questioningly, even though she knew who Henrietta was alluding to.

‘Laura Denning. I have to say, I’m bloody surprised he’s done it.’

‘Who’s done what?’ Mia had asked.

‘Harry. Given you that account. Everyone knows it’s Laura’s baby. And Harry and Laura, you know – their past.’

Mia nodded. She’d heard the whispers, and Henrietta’s delight in telling her that something had once gone on between Harry and Laura. How did she know this, Mia had asked her? Someone once said, apparently. The usual. No one could really say for sure, and she wouldn’t make any judgements until she saw anything for herself, though if they were as close as everyone was saying, it did make Mia wonder how it was going to pan out, now that Laura was back.

Mia quickly gathered her notes and picked up her mobile, following Patrick to the boardroom. ‘Laura’s back,’ she called out when she had almost caught up with him. Patrick had barely spoken about Laura in her absence; everything Mia had gleaned about her had come from the women she had befriended.

‘Yes, I saw,’ Patrick said, his face shadowing briefly, making Mia wonder if he too couldn’t imagine how this was going to work out.

‘It’ll be nice to get to know her,’ she said breezily. ‘I’ve heard so much about her.’

‘I’m sure,’ Patrick replied. He wasn’t taking the bait.

‘About how good she is, I mean,’ Mia went on, annoyed that he could put her in the same camp as the others. She might listen to the gossip, but she didn’t spread it.

Patrick nodded. ‘So how’s it going anyway?’ he asked as he held the door open for her. ‘Everything under control?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ she beamed. ‘I’m updating you all on the ad in a bit anyway, so it’ll be good to get your thoughts.’ Her heart skipped a beat as she said this, because even though she was confident enough, she didn’t relish putting herself out there. And Patrick was such a closed book. She knew he saw himself as Harry’s right-hand man, but there had been something so offish about him towards her, right from the start. Mia wondered if at some point the other people around the board table were going to take sides, and if they did, she had a clear picture of where Patrick would go. Straight to Laura’s. And if that happened, she feared she might be the one to suffer the loss of a job, because she was the new girl.

Mia straightened as she walked into the room, dropping her notepad and phone onto the table, before pouring herself a coffee from the pot that had likely been standing there for the last hour. The women on the floor, outside the glass walls of the boardroom, might have her back, but if it came to it, were they going to be enough?

Finally Harry arrived, and a couple of minutes later so did Laura. It was odd for Mia knowing she wasn’t the only woman round this table any more, as she had been for the past six months. There were seven men in the room – account directors, Chief Finance Officer, Chief Operating Officer, and her. They had danced around her like peacocks when she’d first joined. Each time she spoke, the room descended into silence, a few of the men shifting on their seats. Apart from Patrick, that was, who had a habit of talking over Mia and finishing her sentences.

Laura was now the centre of attention as the men all asked after her and her baby. Mia felt uncomfortable as she stood by the coffee pot at the far side of the room, not knowing whether she should join in the chat or wait until later, when they’d have a chance to speak in private.

In the end she pulled out the chair next to Harry, who was already sitting down, and waited for the meeting to begin. Probably better to remain professional at this point, especially when she had so little first-hand knowledge of what Laura Denning was like.

She had only met Laura twice: once for the interview and then a week later for her handover. The very next day Laura had had her baby, four weeks early. But Mia remembered her well. Her handover was nothing more than a brief run-through of what accounts she would be looking after and the key points of contact, and Mia quickly deduced that Laura didn’t answer any questions she didn’t want to. She hadn’t idled in gossip, had barely looked at Mia as she pulled up information on her computer screen, passed numerous booklets about the companies that she represented, churned out figures, told Mia not to worry about anything that was too far off in the future. Making it clear, Mia presumed, that she wouldn’t need to know, because she wouldn’t be here once Laura was back.

Mia had tried to take a different tack with her and had asked her about the baby. Did Laura know what she was having?

‘A boy. Now this account is unusual in that …’

Mia couldn’t even remember what was unusual about it; she wasn’t listening











EPUB/images/imprint_logo.jpg
C

CENTURY





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
ONE DEADLY
SECRET

HEIDI PERKS





