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PROLOGUE

‘You forgot the brown sauce again.’ Terry inspected his bacon roll, sighed and took a bite. ‘These have to be done by the end of the day.’ Indicating the adjacent pallet of concrete blocks, he eyed his crew without much hope. ‘Hey.’

But they were assembled around an iPhone, watching one of their YouTube clips.

‘Come on. Where’s the mixer? Let’s get going.’

Picking his way around the piles of bricks and timber, Terry trudged to the back of the site. There in the corner, in the shadow of the vast disused building the site backed on to, lay his mixer.

‘Useless wankers,’ he muttered. Then he saw the man.

Terry took in his suit – ‘poncy’, his wife would have called it – his shoes – the kind of suede loafers those braying Chelsea lads wore, but distinctive for the gold chain links across the tops – and the iron railings that he was impaled upon. Bread and bacon paste flew from his mouth. ‘Steve,’ he heard himself say, registering the flower of flesh pushed out by the railing running through the man’s abdomen. And then in a holler that sounded shrill, feminine: ‘Steve!’

By the time his foreman reached him, Terry was patting down the pockets of his hoodie. ‘Your phone, mate,’ he managed, without taking his eyes off the body.

And when all Steve could do was repeat ‘Fuck me. Fuck me,’ Terry took it from him and dialled 999.

Only after telling the impassive voice on the phone, ‘There’s a dead guy on our building site’, after running his eyes from the corpse on the spikes up the full height of the blank façade behind, after realising and telling the operator, ‘He must’ve fallen’ – only then did Terry see the man’s foot twitch.




CHAPTER 1
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JILL

THURSDAY 5 AUGUST

Pick up, pick up, pick up.

Sitting in her driveway in a blouse, work skirt and fleece-lined slippers, Jill stared at the single letter on her iPhone screen. ‘A’. The initial felt like an admission of guilt. As her employee it would have been natural for Alex to figure in her scroll of contacts, professional and personal. Only nothing about Jill’s connection to ‘A’ was legitimate, let alone justifiable – and as of half an hour ago, she had everything to hide.

Welcome to the O2 messaging service. The person you are calling is unable to take your call.

People don’t tell you that chaos has a sound: a churning, crashing, intravenous beat. And it’s deafening. They don’t tell you that once you’ve invited that white noise into your life, there’s no way of turning it off.

Terminating the call – leaving a message was too risky, and with the four previous attempts to reach Alex, Jill had already taken the precaution to hide her caller ID – she slumped forward to rest her forehead on the steering wheel, forcing herself to breathe. In, out; in, out – slowly now, slowly. Each exhalation misted up the winged chrome logo at the centre of the wheel, and she watched it dissipate in hazy patches before breathing out once more.

The police said they’d be in touch. That was what Paul had said. It could be hours. Or it could be minutes. And she couldn’t have that conversation without having spoken to Alex.

‘Where are you?’ Out loud, the words were startling. Imperious. And she wondered what the neighbours would think if they saw her sitting in her car, talking to herself. She wondered whether Stan, inside, had noticed her absence yet, and how much a human being could withstand before, like an overloaded electrical system, they cut out.

The buzz of her phone brought her to, but it was only another message from Paul. It’s on the news. With fumbling fingers she slotted the key into the ignition, switched on the radio and sat numbly through an amped-up exchange between an LBC presenter and a vegan campaigner before, finally, they cut to the news. Jamie was third on the bill. Only he was no longer Jamie, but ‘a forty-six-year-old man, found impaled on railings on a north-west London building site’.

It was only a matter of time before the office found out that the dead man was their boss, and as a reporter ‘at the scene’ delivered details she could never unhear, Jill pictured the news spreading in startled cries and wild, unpunctuated emails from desk to desk. She saw hands clamped across mouths, tears of disbelief: mayhem. As Jamie’s partners, it was up to her and Paul to make an announcement; ‘manage’ the fallout. But going into work was also unthinkable – until she’d spoken to Alex. Then there was Nicole.

Her colleague’s name wasn’t disguised by an initial, although it should have been, and the sight of it on her phone screen made Jill feel no less toxic. Her own name would have a similar effect on these two women, she realised. They were bound by that, now.

You’ve reached Nicole Harper. I can’t come to the phone right now, but you know what to do …

That both women were going to voicemail, despite repeated attempts, wasn’t right. But then none of this was right, and what could Jill do, but try, try, try again?

‘Hello?’

Nicole’s voice sounded artificially bright, as though put on for her benefit. Then Jill remembered her withheld number. ‘It’s …’ She cleared her throat. ‘It’s Jill.’

‘One sec.’ A party blower blared in the background, followed by a discordant jumble of childish joy. ‘Sorry, who?’ She heard the jingle of a door swinging shut, all jollity sealed off behind it.

‘It’s Jill.’ She closed her eyes.

‘Sorry, I’m at a kids’ party with my daughter – they’re about to bring the cake out. Can I call you back?’

‘No.’ She had to stop Nicole talking and make her listen. ‘Jamie’s dead. They found him this morning. The police want to talk to me. They’ll want to talk to you, too.’ The words came out in a rush. ‘And Nicole –’ she heard her own voice dip down ‘– I can’t get hold of Alex.’

There was a muffled clunk at the other end of the line, followed by silence. Then another clunk, and a whisper: ‘How?’

‘They don’t know yet. He was found by the Vale Theatre early this morning. There’s a building site behind—’

‘He was at the theatre?’

The change of tone made Jill sit up straight. It wasn’t just alarm, but recognition.

‘If you know something …’

At the end of the line Nicole let out a faint moan. Then there was a choking noise. And as Jill waited she saw her own slippered foot tapping impatiently by the pedals. There wasn’t time for this.

‘We’ve got to find Alex.’

Silence.

‘Nicole, are you there?’

‘The theatre … there’s this little glass hut on the roof …’

The rap of knuckles against glass made Jill jump, every synapse now on high alert, every word Nicole was saying drowned out, and she looked up to see Stan’s face peering in at her.




CHAPTER 2
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ALEX

THREE MONTHS EARLIER

The pink onesie had been a mistake. So had taking the bus. When she’d left the flat half an hour ago, Katie strapped to her chest, Alex had felt passable: soft dough of stomach and thighs reined in by the maternity jeans she could no longer envisage living without; engorged breasts disguised by a floaty blue top bought especially. Katie had looked pretty and pristine in her striped onesie too – until they’d reached Hammersmith Broadway, where she’d thrown up over them both.

By the time Alex had found the public toilets, scoured her bag for a 50p coin she didn’t have and waited in line behind two Italian teenagers counting out their change in Tesco Metro, much of the excitement she’d woken up with had evaporated.

It had been building for over a week, that excitement, ever since Jamie’s email had come in. Because although her boss had kept it brief – ‘You thinking of popping by with the new addition? Good to catch up sooner rather than later’ – Alex had always been able to read between his lines.

The maternity cover wasn’t working out. She’d guessed Ashley wouldn’t last the course by the end of their handover session. It wasn’t so much that she was too young and had started a couple of their email exchanges with ‘Hey!’, as the pre-emptive corner-cutting. Alex had never understood that ‘what’s the least amount of work I can get away with?’ mentality. And before you were even in the job! Where was the pride? The quiet satisfaction of knowing that you had every eventuality covered, so that when your boss forgot the file or figure, you could produce it. When, ever anxious to please the client, he double-booked himself in a meeting – ‘Thursday morning it is!’ – you were the one to correct him: ‘Actually, Jamie, Thursday a.m. won’t work, but we could find a window that afternoon?’ There was power in that moment: in being the gatekeeper of Jamie’s calendar and anticipating his needs so efficiently that he would be lost without her.

Not that Ashley would have understood any of that. And on the day of that handover meeting, after a few too many questions like ‘Do I really have to answer every email within an hour, like you said in your handover file?’ (Answer: ‘Yes – every email needs to be acknowledged within the hour, even if a full response can’t be given until a later date.’) And: ‘When are we actually off? You know, no longer expected to be reachable on the phone after work?’ (Answer: ‘Never – even when Jamie was on a two-week break in the Maldives I was answering his calls past ten at night, scanning and sending documents and retrieving his wife’s online shopping from their local Parcelforce depot.’) Alex had swivelled her chair around to face her cover and asked a question of her own.

‘Do you want this job?’

The girl retracted her chin into her neck, taken aback by the tone of this woman she’d assumed would be complicit in her skimping.

‘Course I do. I mean it’s a stopgap for me, you know? What with you only planning to take six months’ maternity – least that’s what Jamie told me. But maybe he was—’

Alex had cut her off there. Yes, she was only planning to take six months. Why was everyone so convinced that women would change their minds and either take the full year or not come back at all? And there had been judgement in that twenty-three-year-old girl’s eyes, she was sure of it. Based on what? The kind of smug schoolgirl certainties you could still hold on to at that age. That when you met someone you liked, which you would, he would like you back. That you’d both be ready for marriage and children at the same time, and that when you had those children, you’d feel the way a new mum should.

After the turmoil of the past few months Alex didn’t have many certainties left. But she was sure of one thing: when Jamie asked her to come back to work early (and he wouldn’t ask, she knew, so much as ‘suggest’ it, with a contrite expression and a little speech about him ‘fully appreciating what a special time this is, but …’) she would say yes. Yes to having a reason to get dressed in the morning. Yes to structured days. Yes to being needed for something she knew she excelled at, being back on full pay, and having the weight of her mum’s loan lifted sooner than it had to be. Not that she was going to say as much to Jamie, who would appreciate the sacrifice that little bit more if she told him she needed a few days to think it over. And as Alex turned on to Black’s Road and saw BWL’s blue mirrored façade rising up before her, she felt some of her earlier excitement return.

‘Ready to see where Mummy works?’ she murmured into the silken muss of her daughter’s hair. ‘I think you’re going to like it. And I know you’re going to love Mummy’s boss.’

Five days a week for just under a year she’d pushed through the revolving doors of BWL’s bright white atrium, latte in hand. And the memory of that one free hand – a hand with which she could open doors, wave hello to Lydia at reception, brush the hair out of her face, reach for a travel card, hitch up trousers or scratch an itch – highlighted everything Alex had lost in motherhood. She would never be carefree or just plain free again, and the thought of that made her want to do another half lap in the revolving doors and go straight home. But Alex had watched enough new mums parade through BWL – look what I made! – to know what she was supposed to do, and although most waited until the baby was at least four or five months, she was aware that today wasn’t really about Katie. In any case, Lydia had already seen her.

‘Oh, oh, oh …’ Ignoring the ringing phones, her colleague ducked out from behind the curved walnut reception desk inscribed with BWL’s ubiquitous motto – ‘History. Heritage. Preserved’ – one hand clamped to her mouth. ‘I can’t bear it.’ A clicking of heels on marble as she trotted over. ‘Is this … little Katie? Yes it is! It is!’

Before having her, Alex had found the wide eyes, baby voices and constant repetition funny. Now she just found it annoying. But she was pleased to see a friendly face and anxious to show her daughter off the way the others had.

‘Course she puked on the way here. It’s the excitement of seeing where Mummy works, isn’t it, Katie?’

‘I just want to eat her,’ Lydia threaded a finger through her daughter’s curled fist. ‘And you, lovely, how are you doing?’

‘Well I’m not getting much sleep. This one’s got her mum’s appetite, that’s for sure. And quite the pair of lungs. But we’re doing OK, aren’t we?’

Lydia’s head was slanted to one side now: a mix of pity and curiosity in her eyes.

‘Still, hard doing it all on your own? Although I bet your mum and dad are all over her.’

‘All over her.’

Alex was used to the jolts of sadness these casual assumptions prompted, and had long ago decided that it was easier to play along than try to explain why her parents were not like other people’s.

‘Maya came in with little Elsa the other day, who must be what … almost exactly the same age? Two months?’

‘Three.’

Alex had yet to meet her boss’s wife, but on a couple of occasions during the course of their simultaneous pregnancies the two women had commiserated over morning sickness and swollen ankles on the phone.

‘Thought it was close. Anyway, Maya said little Elsa’s been good as gold, and already sleeping six hour stretches at night.’

‘Great.’

‘Sorry! If it makes you feel any better, she also said she’d forgotten how hard it all was. And with Jamie doing such long hours here …’

‘No change there. He must be thrilled, though?’

As she said it, Alex remember how ardently her boss had wanted a boy.

‘To be honest I think he was a bit …’

‘Disappointed? He’ll get over it. We girls aren’t so bad.’

‘Too right! And if I know Jamie, he’ll already be planning a third.’

Lydia rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress the small smile that often accompanied the mention of Jamie’s name by a certain kind of woman. ‘You should’ve seen him and Hayden down at the Firkin last week. They were three pints in and …’

Lydia stopped short, wincing at her own tactlessness.

‘Sorry Alex, I didn’t mean to make you feel … I didn’t want to sound disloyal.’ With a shake of the head, she moved on. ‘Hayden knows, does he, that you’re coming in today?’

‘He does and he’s conveniently “out at a meeting”.’ Alex was trying her best to keep the bitterness out of her voice. ‘So today won’t be the day Katie gets to meet her dad.’

Lydia stared.

‘Hayden hasn’t met her yet?’

‘Nope.’ Alex kissed her daughter’s head in reassurance. You’re never going to be made to feel like I did. ‘He’s made it pretty clear he doesn’t want to be involved.’

‘But he’s her dad!’

Alex debated telling her that even this was in dispute, the idea of confiding in someone, anyone, after what felt like months of conversations with herself, being more appealing than anything she could think of. But this wasn’t the time.

‘And Al – you two are going to be working in the same office: he can hardly pretend you don’t exist.’

‘I know, I know.’

She was keen to extricate herself now, climb onto the escalator beckoning her upwards beyond the security gates and have the conversation she was here to have. Sensing this, Lydia handed her a visitor’s pass that felt absurd dangling from her neck, and zapped her through.

‘You’ll give me a bell when you’re ready for a few G&Ts, won’t you? Oh – and you’ve got Joyce’s leaving bash in the diary? Week after next?’

Up on the top floor, heads were down, low-level phone conversations were being had, and meetings were taking place in glass boxes. Alex wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but it wasn’t this sense of invisibility in a community she’d been such an integral part of just a few months earlier.

She’d walked out of this place on a high: with a gift hamper of organic baby products and a ‘Mum To Be’ helium balloon. And maybe that was it: the pregnancy had made Alex feel remarkable for the first time in her life. UPS men, coffee baristas, clients, even partners like Jill and Paul had noticed her once she started showing, asking when she was due, what she was having and how she was feeling. But Alex was starting to understand that whereas pregnancy made you remarkable, motherhood rendered you invisible. And as she scoured the office floor for any of her office friends and colleagues, she felt a few glances rest briefly and incuriously upon her before moving on.

Sat at her desk – a desk that Alex had always kept free of personal clutter but was now overrun with tubes of cosmetics, miniature cacti, magazines and a small teddy bear wearing a heart-shaped bib with ‘Just For You’ scrawled across it – was Ashley. And Alex was working out how to greet a woman who was her replacement when Katie revved up into a full-scale wail, solving the problem for her.

Within minutes she was surrounded by women, with Joyce – at sixty-five the longest-serving member of staff by decades – jiggling Katie up and down in an attempt to stop the crying.

‘Where’s Jamie?’ Alex managed over the noise.

‘He’s just finishing up a meeting with the Energy and Sustainability team,’ cut in Ashley.

Alex looked over at the main conference room. Her boss’s broad back was just visible through the glass, where he was talking to the company’s special projects supervisor, Nicole. ‘I don’t want to bother him. I can always wait … or come back.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Joyce tutted. ‘He’ll be done in a sec.’

‘I know he can’t wait to meet this one!’ Ashley again, smiling up at Katie from her chair.

Although Alex forced herself to smile back, she couldn’t help noticing how full her cover’s in-tray was. On the desk partition behind it, a photo booth collage had been assembled, every strip a palette swatch of light to dark blondes, every face leaning in towards the camera with a Spice Girl snarl. How had this girl lasted as long as she had? Alex wondered – before immediately feeling guilty at the thought. OK, so Ashley wasn’t exactly vying for employee of the year, but she clearly had no idea her days were numbered, or she wouldn’t have turned her desk into her bedroom. Knowing Jamie, it might even fall to Alex to do the deed …

‘I like the teddy,’ Alex volunteered. ‘Seriously, though, if it’s better for me to come back in a bit … ?’

‘You’re not going anywhere.’ Balancing Katie on one arm like the grandmother of four that she was, Joyce bashed out three numbers on the nearest phone. ‘Jamie, dearest, we have ourselves a visitor. Two, actually.’ A wink. ‘Well, one and a half.’

Whatever Jamie said in response made Joyce laugh in an uncharacteristically girlish way, reminding Alex that Jamie’s appeal was always broader than she imagined. Was it his pretty-boy looks, still there beneath the extra stone he now carried around his jowls and waist? The height from which he inclined his head to hold your gaze that bit too long? The marauding smile that made you feel lucky to be in on the joke with him. Alex wasn’t sure. But she’d seen everyone from Botoxed businesswomen to chippy millennials get giggly after a few minutes with Jamie.

For her, at least, her boss’s appeal had always been clear: Jamie saw you. Which sounded stupid, but over the years Alex had worked for men and women who managed to spend eight hours a day looking over and to either side of her. And from the moment Jamie had beckoned Alex into his office for an interview just over a year ago, she’d felt more substantial: a real person with opinions and stories worth listening to.

‘Al!’ Here he was now, slow-motion jogging across the floor towards her. Out of the corner of her eye Alex saw women’s bodies straighten and fingers comb through hair. ‘Look at you. And look at you!’

Peering down at Katie, still in Joyce’s arms, Jamie pulled a goofy face.

‘Want a cuddle?’

‘Thought you’d never ask.’

‘Not me, silly – Katie!’ Alex laughed, and it felt good to have slipped back into their old banter.

Jamie held up his hands, regretful.

‘Best not – been shaking hands with developers all morning. And we know what a grubby bunch that lot are. There isn’t enough hand sanitiser in the world. But Al, she’s so tiny! How much did she weigh? Elsa’s a great big lump.’

‘Five pounds, seven ounces – so yeah, on the small side. Elsa looks such a sweetie, Jamie. So blonde! Congrats.’

They nodded at one another, both conscious that baby talk could only be extended so long – and that this wasn’t the real reason Alex was here.

‘How’s Maya getting on?’

‘Great, great … you know. It’s easier second time around.’

Joyce had somehow managed to stem Katie’s tears, and as all three gazed down at her gurgling daughter Alex felt the knot of tension in her stomach relax for the first time that day.

‘She really is gorgeous, Al. Nicely done.’

Glancing down at the pale circle of skin on his right wrist where his watch had once been – a TAG Heuer anniversary present from his wife that had caused them both a few sleepless nights when he lost it – Jamie motioned towards his office with his chin. ‘Want to pop in here for a quick chat?’

‘Sure.’

Alex was struggling not to smile. The whole thing was so transparent. They could have had this conversation on the phone, without poor Ashley peering in at them from her desk and fearing the worst. But she couldn’t lie: the idea of Jamie feeling nervous about their meeting, maybe even rehearsing the speech that might entice her back – that part Alex was enjoying. With a mouthed ‘thank you’ she took Katie back in her arms.

But Jamie wasn’t moving. ‘Do you want to –’ he scratched at the back of his head, eyes on Katie ‘– maybe leave her with Joyce?’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘Really? Might be easier if …’

‘Jamie!’ Alex laughed, starting towards his office. ‘Relax, she’ll be fine.’

The last time she’d sat in here, on the anthracite Roche Bobois sofa that was her boss’s pride and joy, Alex had been feeling a different kind of nervy. Worried about breaking the news of her pregnancy to Jamie and pleased for the first time in her life to have the extra weight to hide behind, she’d left it later than she should have to tell him. But on a quiet Wednesday afternoon at just over five months gone, Alex had blurted it out as he was dictating a portfolio report. It had been an accident, she’d stammered, conscious as she did so both that this was too much information and that it wasn’t entirely true. And even though she hadn’t planned to end up a single mum at twenty-nine, Alex had assured Jamie, she was planning to get good childcare sorted early on and be back at work as soon as possible. Her only mistake had been assuming that Jamie already knew, from either Hayden or the office grapevine, the identity of the father.

‘Hayden?’ A flash of something between amused incredulity and annoyance. ‘Our Hayden?’

It had come across as ‘my mate Hayden’. ‘Sorry. I thought you knew.’

Jamie’s smile was tight. ‘Because?’

‘Well, I know you two are … close.’ Picking at the varnish on her thumbnail, Alex had pushed on. ‘And people, I mean – well they seem to know about us. Although I did try and—’

‘Great.’ Jamie had sat back hard in his chair. ‘Well in answer to your question: no, I didn’t know.’

Alex had been taken aback by her boss’s reaction before remembering how much he hated being kept out of the loop on anything BWL-related.

‘When I say “people”, I don’t mean it’s—’

‘Honestly, I’m just surprised you waited this long to tell me.’ He’d cut her off. ‘You say you’re five months?’

As his eyes had dropped down to her belly, Alex stifled the shades of shame she felt, as though they’d been zapped back a century and she were some loose woman bringing them all into disrepute.

‘Yes. A little over.’

‘And Hayden – how does he feel about this?’

‘We’re not actually … together.’

Alex was aware that men didn’t tend to discuss their personal lives in the forensic way women did but couldn’t help feeling a little stung that Hayden hadn’t even mentioned their relationship – or its demise – in passing. ‘But listen, if you’re worried about any weirdness in the office, please don’t be. We’re both grown-ups, and it won’t affect my work in any way moving forward, Jamie. I can promise you that. I love this job,’ she’d ended, breathless at this point. ‘And I hope you know that I’ll always go above and beyond for you.’

After a slight pause, Jamie had been quick to reassure her that he did (‘everyone knows you’re a machine, Al – and you know I’d be lost without you’). He’d seemed surprised but relieved too that she had her return date already worked out, and grateful when the handover came that Alex had been as thorough as she had. And yet despite the comprehensive file she’d put together and the full afternoon she’d insisted on spending with Ashley, she had left unconvinced her cover was anywhere near as adept at the software BWL relied upon as she should be. Which seemed as good a place as any to start their conversation today: Jamie looked like he needed a little prompting.

‘Listen, I meant it when I said that I was around to help with anything Ashley didn’t quite get, Jamie. I know she was struggling a bit with the intranet.’

‘Alex,’ Jamie cut in, passing a hand over his forehead. ‘The problem isn’t Ashley. The problem’s you.’

Hoisting Katie to her shoulder, Alex began to rub her daughter’s back. There had been no signs of gassiness, but Alex was aware of a pressing need to do something with her hands – pretend, at least, that all peripheral sight and hearing hadn’t been blocked out, with only the words Jamie’s lips were forming in her tunnel line of vision. And a memory chimed somewhere deep within her. Bad news, life-changing news, delivered oh so matter-of-factly by a man: you always guessed it a millisecond before – just as she guessed it now.

‘Alex, we’re going to have to let you go.’




CHAPTER 3
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JILL

‘What do you mean they went in an hour ago?’

‘Mr Ho got here early,’ Joyce explained. ‘Jamie thought rather than make him wait, they’d get going.’

‘Right.’

It wasn’t uncommon for Jill’s PA to have a whole conversation without once taking her eyes off her screen, but something in the tightness of her boss’s tone made Joyce glance up.

‘Sorry. I tried to call you, but your phone was off.’

‘I was at the hospital.’

‘I know. And I told Jamie you’d probably rather he waited – but when I couldn’t get hold of you …’

‘Of course.’ Jill fingered a surveyor’s report on Joyce’s desk. ‘I did remind Jamie’s temp yesterday that I wouldn’t be in until just before the meeting.’

‘Hmm.’

‘What’s her name again?’

‘Ashley? She’s just been made permanent. You know – with Alex gone.’

A burst of laughter from inside the conference room, where Jamie was gesticulating in front of the scale model of the Lots Road Hotel Jill had spent the past fortnight working on with their model maker in preparation for today’s meeting.

It wasn’t easy to get a smile out of those Malaysian businessmen. In all the years Mr Ho had been her client, Jill could only remember a couple of real ‘eyes and teeth’ moments when a long, drawn-out deal had finally been rubber-stamped. But whatever Jamie was joking about now had Ho and his colleagues all lit up, nudging and repeating the punchline to one another. Even Paul – sitting back as he watched his charismatic partner do what he did best – was laughing, somehow still enjoying a show he must have sat through a thousand times.

That was the thing about Jamie: he was a performer. Alongside his rare ability to connect with anyone from any social class or walk of life, this was the reason she and Stan had brought him in as a cocky thirty-something looking to move from corporate property to something ‘meatier’: his word – and one with predatory undertones she’d been worried by at first. But the projects of architectural significance she and Stan had set the company up to protect were dense with history and culture – so yes, something to sink one’s teeth into. And when her husband had decided to retire, they’d both known that there was only one man capable of filling his shoes.

‘Listen, I might catch the end of it. Mr Ho will be wondering why I’m not there.’

It was as though she were asking her PA’s permission. And Joyce, back to her typing, just nodded, leaving Jill to wonder at the tentative quality of her statement – and the fact that she still wasn’t making any kind of move in the direction of the conference room.

In the three years Jamie’s name had sat alongside hers and Paul’s on marble walls and stationery, software and presentation screens, they’d never had cause to regret their decision, she thought, eyes back on the protégé who had long outgrown any need for his mentor. Oh to have that energy! Jill had always been confident, vibrant even when she needed to turn that side of herself on for a boardroom full of people, without once suffering from the ‘impostor syndrome’ so many women whined about. But Jamie’s capacity to buoy up clients into making ambitious, expensive and sometimes reckless decisions – she’d never had that. Not in her twenties or thirties and certainly not now, when what little life force she’d managed to claw back post-menopause had plummeted after Stan’s diagnosis. And if anybody in that room had been expecting her, she was forced to concede, they weren’t any longer.

Never mind that she was the one who had persuaded the Malaysian conglomerate to sell the power station in the first place. Or that it was thanks to her that Mr Ho had sold his Chelsea barracks for a little less than twice the asking price five years ago. Now that she’d lined it all up, maybe it was natural, right, that Jamie should be doing what he did best and whetting her client’s taste buds with a smorgasbord of prospective buyers.

‘Jill?’

‘Yes?’

‘Can I take your … ?’

Following Joyce’s eyeline, Jill realised that she was still in her summer trench coat, handbag hanging from an inner elbow. In a series of brisk movements, she shrugged both off and handed them to her PA.

‘Thanks.’

But now that she’d decided it might be better to miss the meeting than go into that conference room and be forced to play catch-up, she resented that decision. ‘Better’ really meant ‘less humiliating’, and the impotence she felt looking in at those men in their glass box from the outside was horribly familiar. It brought back memories of identical scenes decades earlier, when – in cheaper suits and with naturally blonde hair – she’d regularly been made to feel insignificant: surplus to requirements.

‘Joyce?’

‘Hmm?’

‘What did happen with Jamie’s PA? He didn’t go into it.’

‘Alex? I didn’t even know you could do that: sack someone on maternity leave. I get that what she did was wrong—’

‘Because … ?’

‘Sorry.’ Her PA bashed out one last sentence, pressed ‘return’ and turned towards her. ‘So yes, apparently she’d got Jamie to sign off on a due diligence file without all the documentation in place. Key things like the solicitor’s confirmation on money laundering checks were missing. Which would be unthinkable at the best of times – but when your buyer is some Georgian developer we’ve never done business with before …’

‘That Khalvashi man,’ Jill murmured.

‘It could have blown up big time if Paul hadn’t clocked it.’

Jill had her post in her hand and could have been in her office opening it and starting on her morning calls, but she felt a curious inability to do either.

‘What’s weird is that Alex was great. Way more efficient than the previous one.’ Joyce frowned back down at her screen. ‘Maybe it was “pregnancy brain”, as Jamie said.’

‘He shouldn’t be saying stuff like that. And is it even really a thing? I’m not best placed to say.’

‘You can get a bit foggy,’ her PA chuckled. ‘But the way men go on about it, you’d think we all get lobotomised the moment we conceive.’ She paused, frowning. ‘I was a bit surprised. He’ll be hard pushed to find someone as meticulous as Alex. She’d drive all the Addison Lee drivers bonkers, asking them to call her as soon as Jamie was “on board” so that she could text whoever was expecting his arrival-time updates – as though he were the PM or something.’

‘Bet he loved that.’

Papers were being gathered in the conference room and files closed, indicating a near end to the meeting. The Malaysians were standing now and dipping down into their little bows. ‘She never really crossed my radar – except that whole business with Hayden. That went around the office, didn’t it?’ Jill dropped her voice. ‘I’ve got to say: I know I’m a geriatric – but casually getting pregnant by a co-worker?’

‘Don’t say it would never have happened in our day.’

‘Well, would it?’

Joyce stopped typing long enough to throw her boss a disbelieving look. ‘Pretty sure that’s always happened at office parties the world over.’

‘And it happened at our do?’

‘BWL’s fortieth – least that’s what I heard.’

‘God. I used to be the first to know these things. When did I get so out of the loop?’

The answer hung there, unspoken: when your husband got cancer.

Jill ran a hand through her hair. She’d always felt proud of how few greys she had, even as her sixtieth approached. But over the past few months she’d seen and felt the colour and texture change, and with everything she and Stan were going through, it felt like a spiteful little twist of the knife on the part of Mother Nature.

‘I feel grim,’ Jill murmured, more to herself than Joyce. ‘Need to wipe the hospital off myself. Can you do me a favour and—’

‘Americano and an apricot Danish?’

‘You’re a lifesaver.’ Jill smiled. ‘How am I going to manage without you?’

‘Don’t. All these years I’ve been dreaming of this moment and now the thought of ticking the “retired” box on forms makes me want to cry. Never mind you – what am I going to do all day?’

Jill shook her head. ‘Post pictures of the grandchildren on Facebook—?’

Male voices drowned out the end of her sentence, and as everyone began to file out of the conference room, Jill smoothed down the Jaeger skirt that she’d bought in every colour – something she did once every couple of years with office staples – and strode towards the group of men.

‘Mrs Barnes.’

‘Mr Ho. Good to see you, and so sorry I couldn’t join you. I hope Mr Lawrence here explained that I got held up.’

‘It’s really no problem. We’ve got a whole marketing strategy sorted – isn’t that right? And Mr Lawrence here seems confident that he’ll be able to get us a sale by June.’

‘That’s in three weeks.’

‘He says it’s doable.’ Reaching up, Mr Ho rested a hand lightly on Jamie’s back. ‘And Mrs Barnes, I hope you’ll send your husband my very best. I had no idea he’d been so unwell.’

Jill’s smile froze.

‘My brother went through the same thing.’ He nodded sympathetically. ‘He came through it, but, well … prostate: one of the worst.’

As Mr Ho took her hand in his, Jill felt the rage rise up and block her windpipe. One thing – one thing stoic, undemanding Stan had asked for from the start: ‘You’ll make sure none of the clients ever find out, won’t you, love? I know the partners will have to, and the office top tier – but having anyone else know, all the clients I’ve worked with over the years … well, I don’t think I could stand it.’

‘Thank you,’ she managed.

‘I’m surprised you’re here now,’ Ho went on. ‘I hope you didn’t come in especially, Jill, for me?’

‘Oh I’m still very much—’

‘Because Jamie tells me you’ve been spending as much time as possible at home, which is where you should be. Not here in the office. And I’m being taken care of by this good man here.’ Smiling, he nodded in Jamie’s direction. ‘But do give Mr Barnes all our very best wishes for his recovery.’

With another little bow, her client started in the direction of the lift, flanked by Jamie.

‘Mr Ho …’ A horror of the kind of women who were forced to trot to keep up with men meant that Jill always kept her heel height to two inches or lower, and yet the two men were walking so fast that she was struggling to keep up. ‘Whilst I’m confident Lots Road will appeal to a good many of our buyers, we’ve still got a few hurdles before we can even start showing – the hurdles I pointed out to you earlier in the year. So when we say June …’

‘I know. But Mr Lawrence here says they will be biting …’ Swivelling on the heels of his tiny, shiny brogues, Mr Ho turned to Jamie.

‘Biting your hand off. They will, Mr Ho. They will.’

‘Jamie’s thinking, as you people say, “outside the box”. We like that. I’m told by my friends at the Hong Kong office that he’s a bit of a rising star.’

‘Rising?’ Jamie made a face.

‘Risen!’ Mr Ho laughed. ‘Risen, Mr Lawrence …’

‘Jamie.’

‘Jamie – let’s keep in close touch.’

As the little troop of men in neat, identikit suits filed into the lift and disappeared from view, Jill headed back across the floor to her office, where Joyce was already waiting with her forgotten post and handbag. But before starting on their decades-old ritual of confirming the day’s schedule, Joyce paused, pressing her lips together.

‘What?’

Joyce blinked: ‘I didn’t know Stan was OK with clients knowing.’

Without taking her eyes off Jamie’s self-congratulatory back, without bothering to mask an emotion that had been muddied until today, when it had become crystal clear to Jill that her partner wasn’t just insensitive but deliberately undermining her, she murmured: ‘He’s not.’




CHAPTER 4
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NICOLE

‘The mouldings. I mean look at those mouldings!’

In the pause following a client’s exclamation of awe Nicole had learned to stay silent. Let them revel in the sun tunnels, roof-lights or Juliet balconies. Don’t break the spell with your waffle. Not that Rupert Jones was your typical client. She was willing to bet he knew more about the finer points of neoclassical architecture than she did.

Brutalism was her thing: to Nicole its clean, egalitarian lines weren’t just more in line with her politics but rousing on a deeper level, whereas the Vale Theatre – however awe-inspiring in its faded grandeur – somehow failed to reach her senses. And by the end of the minute she and Rupert had stood staring silently up at the theatre’s ceiling, the swirling trellis of fruit, foliage and flowers had begun to seem faintly ridiculous.

‘Obviously there’s some restoration needed,’ Nicole ventured. ‘But if you picture this as the central atrium and maybe imagine a bar here and another one there …’

The three money men Rupert had brought with him were nodding, but it was the billionaire in jeans and scuffed Converse she cared about.

‘It’s certainly way more workable than I thought it would be,’ said her client eventually. ‘And Jamie tells me that in principle the council doesn’t seem to have an issue with it being turned into a members’ club?’

‘Apparently not. I know he looked into it before we got in touch.’

There was so much more to show and tell Rupert about the property. Nicole was particularly proud of the architectural peculiarity she’d found buried in Historic England’s dense report.

Up on the roof of the Vale theatre, invisible to all but passing birds and planes, was a small octagonal glass dome that had once allowed in additional light before being concealed by a trapdoor in the heavens at a later date. The structure was present in only a handful of historical buildings across the country, and Nicole had found it so fascinating that a week earlier she had braved the Jacob’s ladder leading up above the stage to the heavens. All alone she had marvelled at the view of north-west London – and the rusty hatches that still opened out onto the roof after all these years. Yet something – perhaps as simple as keeping it her secret a little longer – prevented Nicole from telling Rupert about it now.

‘Where is Mr Lawrence, by the way? I thought he was joining us.’

‘He is.’ Nicole checked her phone.

‘Or should we be calling him “Deal Don Lawrence”?’

‘You saw the Property Week piece.’

‘Hard to miss.’ Rupert tipped his head back to take in the proscenium’s full arch. ‘What was it – five, six pages? Not that he didn’t deserve it: eighteen-mill sales don’t happen as often as they used to. BWL must be pretty chuffed with their golden boy.’

‘They are.’ Nicole nodded, feeling as though her smile might crack. ‘Anyway, he should be here any minute. So he can fill you in on exactly what discussions have been had with the council.’ She paused: less was more with Rupert. ‘But you were the first person I thought of when we took on the Vale.’

‘Well, you’ve nailed it in the past. Now are we able to access those boxes?’

Nicole had always enjoyed her dealings with Rupert. She was aware that he had logged her attractiveness, but only in the objective, passing way one does a person’s sex or ethnicity – not with a view to profiting from it, like most men. Softly spoken, punctual and polite, the hotelier also wore his success lightly, which was rare in the brittle, competitive world she inhabited, and something Nicole liked to think she would be able to do when she finally got where she wanted to be.

‘I’m going to need a coffee,’ announced her client once they’d finished the tour. ‘Urgently. How about you call Jamie and get him to meet us at Lytton House in ten?’ One of Rupert’s boutique clubs, she remembered, was just down the road. ‘I’ll get them to sort some refreshments in the upstairs dining room, if you can tell him to meet us up there?’

As her client gave out instructions down the phone, Nicole tapped the ‘shortcuts’ key on hers and watched her thumb hover over ‘Jamie’, hoping against hope that her boss would pitch up before she had to make the call. Why did he even have to be here today? The theatre was Nicole’s project.

‘All good?’ Rupert raised an eyebrow at her and, reluctantly, Nicole pressed the little green phone.

‘Hell-o?’

Hate shot up like a firework inside her.

‘Jamie,’ she kept her voice level. ‘We’re done at the Vale, and Rupert was thinking we could meet at Lytton House to run through the details.’ Nicole threw her client a smile. ‘The man needs caffeine.’

‘Sure. In traffic but should be with you in twenty.’

Jamie made it in less than that, pushing through the double dining room doors with a whole host of explanations nobody could care less about – least of all her client, surely? And yet there they both were, immediately engrossed in their London traffic woes. You’re not stuck in traffic, you are traffic. Nicole dug a nail into her thigh beneath the table, waiting for it.

‘Well you know what they say,’ Jamie concluded with a click of the tongue against the upper palate. ‘“You’re not stuck in traffic, you are traffic.”’

Boom. Predictable as cancer.

‘So the numbers on page five of your prospectus are the ones we’re looking at,’ she murmured, leaving the pair of them to it and leaning in towards the money men. Two of them began flicking through the pages immediately, but the third and most personable had the good grace to smile first. ‘Hope you didn’t spend that sunny Sunday working. Hotter than Barbados, they said on the news.’

The weather had been freakish for mid-May, the blossom on the horse chestnuts lining the park pathways as upright as ice-cream cones against the wide bulk of their new foliage. That Sunday had been the warmest day yet. But Nicole had secretly been pleased to have a reason to leave early. They’d been wandering along the busy banks of the Serpentine when Ben had suggested hiring a pedalo. Chloe had been ecstatic, but Nicole couldn’t face the queues, disclaimers and hiring of lifejackets. Logistics always seemed to leech the joy out of family outings.

‘Mummy’s got to head back and do some work now,’ she’d crouched down to tell her daughter. ‘But why don’t you and Daddy go out on one of the little boats, and we’ll have a nice supper when you get home?’

Released at last and light headed with freedom, Nicole had walked back fast through the park towards the Bayswater Road, weaving in and out of the families splayed across pavements with their prams, scooters and runaway toddlers, and casting furtive glances at the parents who, unperturbed by the pandemonium, didn’t appear to be feigning their enjoyment.

Was she the only one for whom weekend jollity so often felt forced? Did none of those women feel as exhausted at the end of family occasions, both formal and informal, as an actress must after that final curtain
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