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Deborah was always supposed to die. But not in that way.

Ann hadn’t planned to go north that week. She never went north. She was a Brooklynite. She didn’t even like to leave the borough. She preferred to stay in her comfort zone, where people and ways felt familiar. But they say everything happens for a reason.






Prologue

Ann

Ann woke to the sharp attack of her phone’s alarm. It sounded like an anvil. She must have fallen back to sleep after all but now she wished she hadn’t. She felt as if she had been run over by a bus. The last thing she remembered was scanning the darkness, certain that someone was in the room with her. She had cowered in bed until the reassuring fingers of dawn had crept into the room and calmed the adrenalin pumping around her system.

What had she been so afraid of? It all seemed so innocent in the morning light. She looked to her left – the bed was empty, still perfectly made up on Justin’s side, unruffled by her sleepless night. She always slept like this, never encroaching onto his side, even though he wasn’t there. He had trained her well, kept her in her place.

A bang came from somewhere in the apartment. Ann jumped up and mentally tracked the noise to the bathroom before she relaxed again. It was just the air vent that regularly came undone. It must have loosened in the storm last night. She adored this apartment but that air vent was testing her love. She swung her legs out of the bed. Her head swam a little as she planted her feet onto the sumptuous dove-grey carpet. As her mind and body realigned, she stomped across to the bathroom, re-clipped the vent, then moved on through to the kitchen.

Once there, she hit the remote to raise the electric blinds and watched as the Manhattan skyline revealed itself inch by inch. It never failed to take her breath away. This was her New York and she loved it. Even when growing up in social housing in Brooklyn’s Greenpoint, she still got to enjoy a better view every single day than the billionaires living across the East River in Manhattan. This was the place she came from. Ann never failed to be grateful for the fact that, somehow, she had found her way back here. It hadn’t been easy. But this was her home now, and nobody could take that away from her. Not Justin, not Deborah, no one.

She flicked on the coffee machine. She had exactly three minutes’ grace before she had to fire up the morning routine – shower, baby bag, Agnes’s toy, blanky, pacifier, the dash to the crèche. Agnes was still only six months old but she was such a good baby. Ann had gotten lucky. Very lucky. She didn’t like to think about Agnes’s eventful entrance into this world and how she might not even be here today. She shook her head as if she could clear her thoughts as easily as that, took a sip of coffee. Her thoughts were as tangled as the bedsheets she had just left. She felt her stomach cramp. Her period was coming. Ann felt on edge, anxious. She knew that this was just a response to the dream, that she would spend the day exorcising the bad memories that had been stirred up, dragging her back to the edge of the dark crater of the past year, a place she didn’t like to go. A place that had nearly killed her.

At 8.15 she and Agnes took the elevator down to the lobby. Ann stepped out into the cool morning air and made her way towards the crèche. She waved to her neighbours’ children who were waiting for the school bus, their parents sending them off into another day of the unknown. In God we trust. A few steps further on, Ann bumped into Judy, as she often did now on their morning routines.

‘Well, good morning ladies,’ Judy said, tickling Agnes under the chin as she bounced on the balls of her feet, stopping but not wanting to drop any steps on her smart watch counter. She was kitted out head to toe in the latest Lululemon yoga gear and had tiny weights strapped around her slim wrists and ankles. Judy was lean and thin, compared to Ann’s more muscular, compact frame. ‘How are we today,’ Judy asked in her relentlessly upbeat tone. Agnes cooed in response.

Judy slowed her bounce and said to Ann, ‘You look tired. Are you OK?’

Ann swept her blonde ponytail out from where it was trapped under the collar of her coat. ‘I didn’t get much sleep,’ she conceded.

‘That spring storm kept me awake too,’ Judy said. ‘Around for a coffee later?’

‘Coffee would be great, but after lunch, I’m tied up this morning.’ She leaned on the stroller and Judy took the hint.

‘Sure thing.’ She intensified her bouncing before starting to move on. ‘Have fun at crèche sweetheart,’ she called to Agnes, ‘and I’ll see you later, Ann.’

Ann watched her bounce away into the morning crowds.

Ann had a rare day off from the office where she worked as a features writer for The Edge magazine, so she headed straight back to her apartment after dropping Agnes at crèche. The kitchen looked like it had been ransacked by burglars when really all that had happened was breakfast. She sighed, and walked towards the polished stone island, like a glittering cruise liner, so different from the kitchen she had grown up in with her mother and sisters. She kicked off her Birkenstocks and walked back into the master bedroom, which was still rumpled by her sleepless night. Despite the bright April sunlight streaming in through the triple-glazed windows, she felt cold. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had been here. Just ghosts, she told herself as she stood in the stream of sunlight and waited for it to warm her body.

On the street below, life went on as usual. Busy, shouting, rushing working people crossed over with the bohos who languidly sipped coffees and checked themselves out in their phone cameras. Their lithe young bodies were clothed in the lightest of silks despite the spring chill. They looked like nymphs and it always felt to Ann like they were dressed up like that so that someone might notice them, pick them up and carry them away from these grimy, earthly concerns of mundane tasks and part-time jobs as insouciant baristas, so that their real luxe lives could begin in earnest, the ones they were meant to be living.

Ann walked into the living room and slumped onto the cream bouclé couch that snaked around the perimeter of the room. It was a compact apartment but spacious enough for them. She had redecorated impeccably before moving in; she wanted to put her own mark on things to emphasise the fact that this was her home, no one else’s. Ann didn’t know how or why her brain always wove its way back down this dark path to the bad memories of six months ago. She had taken pains to move on in her life, to put her mom’s death behind her, to put her time in Hudson city behind her, and to look towards the future and her new life here in Brooklyn, the life she had always wanted. And yet there were still nights when Ann blinked into the darkness at 3 a.m. and called out, ‘Who’s there?’

She scooped up her phone from the couch, and absent-mindedly checked her bank balance. She did this automatically every day; it was a calming device, to remind herself that the money was really there.

$117,500.09 was the checking balance. The monthly lodgement of $10,000 had gone in yesterday, as it did every month now. This was just one of the secrets that Ann kept. She had more secrets now than ever before, but it was a small price to pay to be independent. She would never again be dependent on someone. She would never again forage the bitter fields of other people’s cast-off lives in search of one for herself. It was hard to believe that little over a year ago, she had been penniless, childless and technically homeless.




PART I

Getting to know Justin




Chapter One

Ann

Eighteen Months Earlier

The day before Ann first met Justin was a record low. It was two months since Ann’s mother had died and she still hadn’t gotten a foothold on returning to work. Her writing had dwindled to nothing during the years her mother was ill, as she slowly surrendered even the smallest journalistic assignments, her mother’s illness consuming everything. Ann spent her days reaching out to old editors whose emails bounced back, or who had since moved on or up or out of journalism altogether. She started from scratch with new editors, most of them younger than her thirty-eight years, trying to establish a connection, a relationship and ideally a paying job.

She took on every assignment in the hope that she would become known as the girl who never said no, a reliable go-to woman. She desperately needed to build some security. She was terrified most days of the daunting reality that her mother was dead and she was now alone. She had no safety net, nobody to rely on, nothing to fall back on. Previously she and her mother had lived frugally on her mother’s disability insurance, but that payment had stopped the day her mother died and now Ann was struggling.

If she didn’t have an assignment to follow up, which was not uncommon, Ann walked the streets around Williamsburg, in an attempt to escape the confines of the apartment. When she stayed in, she felt herself losing her grip on reality, as if her life was no longer real and nothing really mattered. On days like these, she felt like a flimsy figment of someone’s imagination. On days like these it was easy to believe that it made no difference if she lived or died, and she wondered if she found her way off the edge of her apartment building, would she just float up and away like a paper figure or plummet to the street below? She knew this was a dangerous mindset. All she could do in those moments was get out of the apartment until the feelings subsided.

She walked past shops filled with things that nobody needed, labelled with prices that seemed incomprehensibly prohibitive, and yet these were everyday items – a teapot, a swimsuit, a writing set. Could ordinary people actually afford these things? She felt utterly alienated and excluded from this world. She lived outside of it, viewing it as if from behind a pane of glass.

She stopped outside a shop that sold delicate jewellery, and beautiful things that she wanted to touch and smell – candles, tarot cards, paperweights. Items for young, unjaded girls with silky hair. Girls who were doing post-grads at NYU. Girls who wore rings on their knuckles and thumbs. Girls whose willowy limbs were oiled and beautiful, and smelled like jasmine but only if they allowed you to get close enough. None of it was for Ann. She felt the drabness of her life humming like a magnetic field. No matter how much effort she made with her long blonde hair or a perfectly executed eyeliner flick, she still felt her inner sadness radiating through her veneer like a lie she couldn’t hide.

She simply could not go on like this. Not in the way that people said they could not go on, but in the most literal interpretation of the concept. She could not go on. She would not go on. She stared at her fragmented reflection in the shop window, a mosaic of sadness.

If I do not get a sign today, she thought, are you listening universe? Today! – that things will get better after all this shit, I will give up.

Ann had never seriously contemplated suicide but lately when she thought about it she identified a feeling of relief, that she would no longer have to think about things, that she would be spared the worry of how to pay next month’s rent, and forget the gaping hole that was the absence of her mother and the guilt that seemed to fill it.

Her phone vibrated. She looked down and saw a request from an old editor, asking whether she was able to drive to Hudson city tonight to preview a play that was causing a local stir and was coming to the Brooklyn arts festival in the summer. 800 words. $400. She had been hoping for a more exciting sign from the universe, like winning the lottery, but she had asked for a sign and the universe had delivered, so she would have to keep her side of the bargain now.

Maybe it would do her good to get out of town for a night. A change of scene. Her writing felt wooden and she was certain it was because her life had become dull and repetitive. She had little to say and even less to write about. The sound of the heating creeping through the vents in her mother’s apartment. The endless streams of cyclists ferrying food to and from people like her, hiding from life behind apartment doors.

She typed out a brief reply on her phone; yes she would go to Hudson city tonight, see this play that had a small town up in arms, interview the writer-director, before turning around and driving back to the safety of Brooklyn.

She had to start moving on, rebuilding her life, and her finances. She had to start saying yes to work, to life. She couldn’t live in her mom’s place for ever. Her sisters were already dropping hints about selling it. She could give in or she could try. Just put one foot in front of the other, she told herself. Just get through today.

As she sent the message back to the editor, she automatically flipped from her email to social media, scrolling quickly through the posts of former friends. She had watched her peers move smoothly through the gears of their lives, finding the turbo-boost just as Ann’s mother became unwell. She had watched them advance precipitously towards successful adulthood as she dropped out of her own life to care for her mother. Some of her friends had bolstered their earning power with marriage to power players, lawyers, plastic surgeons, tech bros, people who could support their hobby careers as writers. Some even had children, which they quickly handed over to nannies so they could refocus on solidifying their earning power and success. Ann tried not to think about lost opportunities, about how that might have been her now, had she somehow had the insight to know that coupling up, allying early on, was like adding a booster pack to your life. But Ann had known nothing back then, when Richard had proposed and she had thought that part of her life could wait. Now she was a nobody who had to street-fight her way back into her career against interns and youngsters who were arriving thick and fast like CGI mercenaries to be dispensed with.

Ann had little direction now, without her mom’s twenty-four-hour care schedule to keep her busy. The hours stretched endlessly, and, with little or no money, there was nothing to do. She couldn’t go to the cinema or ask a friend for lunch or dinner, or even buy a new outfit to cheer herself up. It felt important to plot her own life on the graph of everyone else’s. She looked up all of the people she could remember from high school, college, early jobs, every single peer she could find as a comparative. In high school she had been voted most likely to be prom queen, most likely to marry, and most likely to be rich. She knew these were ridiculous metrics to base her hopes and dreams on but she had believed it too. Now, she was one of the few people from her graduating year who was single, and the only woman. The other two were men, one a foreign correspondent (everyone knew not to marry them) and a journalist who had sold his news app for forty million dollars straight out of college. Most of her former classmates also appeared to have kids in their profile pictures. Some of them had teenagers! Were they really old enough to have teenage children? It seemed like an impossibility to her. She supposed it was an impossibility for her now. At the age of 38, single, broke, she would likely never have a child, a husband, or a home of the kind that her friends all seemed to have – large enough to accommodate not only several children, but the dream of family life – sports equipment, musical instruments, favourite toys and teddy bears, pink duvets and lighting for girls’ bedrooms, a sailing theme for the boys, Christmas decorations and camping equipment stored in the basement, double-door refrigerators stuffed with food for regular family dinners. That had been her dream. More than that, it had been her assumption.

She clicked on image after image, searched profiles of husbands, partners, husbands’ families, friends, co-workers and found these people were surrounded by concentric circles of money. Rings of wealth reinforced by rings of wealth. This was the worst thing for Ann to be doing at a time when she was grieving and directionless. Compare and contrast was not a good game for right now. These social media images were not real, she told herself. Just the best parts of other people’s lives. But still, the best parts of her life had never looked this good.

She shut her phone off and shoved it into her pocket. Hunching her shoulders, she pushed her hands deeper into the pockets of her coat, a cheap knock-off from TK Maxx. She looked up the street, which was covered with yellow and orange leaves, nature’s confetti to match the Halloween decorations that hung from every doorway, the pumpkins and gourds that sat on windowsills and benches outside coffee shops. The weather had been unseasonably mild but this week it had turned and now people huddled into their sleeping-bag coats and looked down at the pavement instead of into each other’s faces.

She stepped inside the boutique for something to do, instinctively picking up a decorative glass plate, hand-painted with a watercolour of a flower, and with no apparent function. Ann was fondling the trinket appraisingly when she heard a voice say, ‘Ann? Is that you, Ann?’

She looked up to find a luminous woman looking back at her.

‘Ann, it’s Judy. Judy Kepler.’

She dropped the hand holding the plate down by her side. ‘Judy!? Oh my god, Judy you look amazing!’ Judy looked the kind of amazing that people looked only after a committed investment. This was not the impact of a week-long juice cleanse. This was a lifestyle.

Judy seemed lit from within. Ann’s hand went to her hair, which was swept up in a messy bun. She had poked a mascara wand at her eyes and swept a lipstick across her mouth but apart from that she hadn’t put make-up on. She was wearing a pair of jeans, some Birkenstocks with socks, and an old cashmere jumper with a fraying cuff. Before she had bumped into Judy, she had hoped to look just the right side of cool, blending in with the young crowd, but faced with Judy’s glowing presence and crisp white outfit, Ann knew that she just looked like what she was – beaten down, impoverished and unloved.

Judy hugged her and Ann inhaled her rich, clean scent – something Japanese, she wondered? It was so delicate and yet so … expensive. Ann tried to imagine what Judy might be smelling – top notes of unwashed hair, bed linen that hadn’t been changed in too long, base notes of failure and career slump. Judy’s skin looked like oil had been freshly rubbed into it at a beauty salon. Her cheeks were splendidly rosy.

‘Judy, I had no idea you lived around here?’

‘Well, I don’t; I’m a bit off my beaten path. We just bought a place in Dumbo but I wanted to come up because I love the jewellery in this store … do you live nearby?’

Ann allowed the Dumbo statement to sink in, keeping her expression neutral. She and Judy both knew what buying a place in Dumbo meant. That little patch of streets between the Brooklyn Bridge overpass and the Manhattan Bridge was the exclusive reserve of the super-rich. Even back when Ann was in university a one-bed could set you back as much as a million dollars. And that was before the place was gentrified and smothered by an algal bloom of wealthy Manhattanites.

‘I’m still at my mom’s old place, just up off McCarren Park, remember?’

‘Oh yes, of course I remember! How is your mom?’

Ann paused. This was always hard. Harder on the people she had to tell, she thought. ‘She … died.’ She rushed to stop Judy apologising, and they both grabbed at each other’s hands, wanting to erase the other person’s awkwardness.

‘Listen,’ Judy said, cutting through it, ‘do you have time for a coffee? There’s a gorgeous little diner a few blocks away … ’

Ann had nothing but time, and as she took in the quality of Judy’s outfit, her glowing complexion and tasteful highlights, she knew that she wouldn’t have to worry about paying. ‘Do you know, I’d really love that,’ she said. ‘It’s been so long.’

‘Great, let me just grab these and we’ll be all set.’ Judy handed a candle, some tiny dropper bottles of mysterious liquids and a couple of gossamer-thin gold rings to the assistant, who rang it up.

‘That’s five forty,’ she sang. ‘Cash or card?’

Judy paid without blinking.

In the diner, Judy shrugged off her jacket to reveal a tanned body that looked sculpted by reformer Pilates and ketosis.

‘You look amazing,’ Ann said. ‘I can’t believe we’re the same age.’

Judy laughed and batted the compliment away. Ann made a mental note to start exercising again but her inner voice noted that Judy’s appearance had as much to do with money as exercise.

‘So, how are you doing, Ann? The last few years must have been very tough on you. I’m so sorry about your mom. She was always so nice to us girls when we came over after classes.’

Ann smiled. ‘Thank you.’ She had learned the easiest way to reverse out of this conversation. Say thank you, acknowledge it was hard, but express stoicism and gratitude that you were one of the lucky ones who had your parents in adulthood. Most people moved the conversation on after that.

‘What are you doing these days? Do you keep up with any of the old crowd from Columbia?’

Ann shook her head. ‘I kind of lost touch with most people when my mom got sick. There just wasn’t time.’

‘I see Adriana in the New Yorker all the time now,’ Judy said. ‘And what about Leena’s website?! She was always clever though. That journalism MA had a lot of talent on it, including you. Ever since you won that writing prize in final year, I’ve been expecting a collection of essays, a novel perhaps … ’

Ann grimaced. She knew she had failed to meet her potential but it was easier to believe that she didn’t have that much potential to begin with. Judy had always been kind to her. They became friends when they realised they were on the same train in and out of Brooklyn. They bonded over their fandom of Joan Didion, which was what had brought Judy to the journalism MA, but Judy soon realised while she loved Joan’s writing, she was more in love with Joan than with becoming a writer herself. After graduation they had lost touch.

‘Still no book,’ Ann replied. ‘I’m just dipping my toe back into work after … What about you, Judy, are you working?’

Ann wanted to put off the moment where she would have to reveal the full extent of her own failure.

Judy actually blushed. ‘Oh god no, I haven’t worked in a long time. I gave up when Chris and I got married. I was working at New York magazine for a few years but it took me so long to research and write the articles that I figured out I was earning less than the minimum wage. It just became kind of embarrassing to be working eighty-hour weeks and constantly broke. Chris and I both agreed that if we were going to have a family, one of us should be at home with the kids, so I quit writing to stay at home. We’ve got three kids now, hence the move to Dumbo.’ She rolled her eyes and bared her teeth beneath her iridescent, plump lips. She said it as if it was all a step down – the rich husband, the kids, Dumbo. Ann wondered where Judy had lived before.

Ann realised it was her turn to speak. She had been mesmerised by the sheen of Judy’s line-free face.

‘Wow,’ she blurted, ‘congratulations. Three kids. How old are they?’

‘One, two and three – I know! – but we both wanted a few kids, and we wanted them to be close, so I sacrificed my body.’

‘Wow,’ Ann repeated dumbly, ‘that does not look like the body of woman who bore three children.’ She thought Judy’s body did not look like it had been a part of any sacrifice, except maybe a sugar one.

Judy laughed. ‘Thank you.’

‘So, where are they now, your kids?’ Ann asked.

‘Oh,’ Judy said, and her eyebrows would have jumped if they were capable of moving, ‘they’re with the childminder. She’s fantastic, like a member of the family. I love being a mom but it’s really important to be the best mother I can be, and that involves a little bit of self-care time.’

She punctuated the well-practised statement with a beaming smile.

‘Tell me about your husband. Who is this Chris? And what happened to Jeff, the finance major?’

Judy’s face darkened. ‘Don’t even mention that name. It’s actually thanks to Jeff that I met Chris. I had just turned thirty and I thought Jeff was going to propose. He was a hedge fund trader by that stage – already super wealthy – and I had invested a lot of my time in him, under the understanding that we’d get married. I thought he was going to propose at my thirtieth birthday party, but instead I caught him in a bathroom cubicle with a twenty-year-old waitress from the club. I dumped him there and then. If he wasn’t even going to set me up and marry me, how was I going to put up with him cheating?’

Ann’s mind boggled as she replayed that line over and over in her head a few times. Was Judy saying she didn’t mind him cheating but did mind him not paying her?

‘ … Anyway, he made a huge scene as he was leaving – on my birthday, can you believe it? – and I was just in tears and this beautiful, kind guy who was having some quiet drinks with his friends at the bar bought six bottles of champagne to cheer me and my friends up. We’ve been together ever since.’

‘Wow,’ Ann said for the third time. ‘What does Chris do?’

‘Oh, he’s an investor, like his dad was before him. He invested big in Apple in the eighties and so Chris just picks and chooses his projects. He loves working as an angel investor, helping social justice innovation.’

Ann stopped herself from saying ‘wow’ again and instead said, ‘That’s amazing. Obviously you’re kept busy with the kids but do you get to do anything for yourself?’

‘I don’t really have time for anything, to be honest, Ann.’ Judy looked at her watch – Cartier. ‘I’ve got a Pilates class in about thirty minutes, and then a treatment with my aesthetician, but I need to get to the bookstore before that. Do you want to walk with?’

‘Sure,’ Ann said, grabbing her purse, but Judy put her hand on Ann’s, telling her, ‘I’m getting these!’ Ann smiled and thanked her.

They walked the few blocks to McNally Jackson where Judy rapidly went through a selection of fiction, non-fiction and literary journals, until she had a stack. She returned to find Ann reading the back of Elizabeth Hardwick’s Sleepless Nights. ‘Oh, do you want that one? Pop it on my stack.’

‘Oh no,’ Ann said, ‘I’m just browsing.’ Judy gave Ann a no-nonsense mom face and said, ‘Hand it over.’ Ann didn’t dare disobey and waited as Judy went to the desk and paid $200 for the pile of books. At this rate Judy would have clocked up a cool thousand on knick-knacks by lunchtime, Ann thought.

Outside, she pressed the book into Ann’s hand. ‘It was so amazing to catch up. We’ll do it again. Come to Dumbo next time. Follow me on Instagram and we’ll keep in touch, OK? My surname is Kraus now. I’m the one with the blue tick.’ She kissed Ann on both cheeks and Ann watched her little coiled sinews bounce down the street to her Pilates class.

What the fuck just happened? Judy was not a supermodel, even though she looked like one now. She was an ordinary girl, but through what Ann imagined was procedures and hours a day dedicated to her personal wellbeing she had become a human macaron – glossy, attractive, perfect and sweet to taste. Ann looked down at the book in her hand. Judy had bought it as if it was nothing. After Ann paid the mortgage and utilities on her mom’s apartment, she was usually left with just a few hundred dollars to live on for the rest of the month, which had to go on carefully allocated travel and food.

She imagined what it might be like to walk into a shop and buy a handful of trinkets on a whim for $500 or a stack of books that you planned on reading at some point because you didn’t have to work or clean or do anything else. How much more disposable income might Ann have if her bills were shared with a partner, or paid for by a partner like Judy’s were? A lot, was the answer. She could buy some good moisturiser, maybe get a facial or manicure from time to time, invest in a capsule wardrobe. Judy had set herself up nicely, Ann thought. Ann used to tell herself she was the clever one, avoiding marriage and children, but actually, when she looked at Judy, and her sisters and their friends, she knew it wasn’t true. The combined forces meant they were living in beautiful homes, having two holidays a year, and driving EVs. How had Ann’s life run aground at this point? Was it fair that Judy looked like the glossy singleton while Ann looked like the haggard mother of three kids?




Chapter Two

After Ann drove the three hours to Hudson, she caught the early-evening showing of Theatre of the Flesh. She could see why locals were up in arms about it. Not because it was offensive but because it was offensively bad. She tried to keep a straight face as the director talked through his vision of ‘theatre made flesh’ and how each actor became a ‘limb of the body of the play’.

She had planned on driving straight back to Brooklyn but found that she needed a drink after that experience. She went to a bar next door to the theatre. She wanted to avoid the miserable damp of late October, the kind of cold that seeped right into the marrow of your bones. The heating system in the theatre just seemed to make the air smell different rather than make any impact on the temperature. She wanted warmth and the illusion of company.

Ann liked her own company. She felt at ease in a restaurant, cinema or bar by herself, even though for her sisters it was a form of social suicide, something that signified you were one of life’s losers. They didn’t know the sheer joy of being alone in a room full of people, the bliss of just being in a communal experience but insulated from it all, not having to make exhausting small talk with anyone. She could never tell her sisters that she actually chose to do these things alone, that she never even tried to invite a friend.

She sat at the bar and ordered a glass of wine. She looked down the bar at a man, a bit older than her, who was reading a book and sipping a glass of wine. She tilted her head to see the title. Oh. She was a deep believer in judging a person by the books they read and he was engrossed in a collection of essays by an older New York writer with a distinctly feminist bent. When he glanced up and caught her eye, he gave her a friendly smile but returned to his book without saying anything. Friendly, relaxed, but not in any way trying to capitalise on an opening.

Ann found her gaze returning to him as she sipped her wine. She was trying not to draw attention to herself as she took in his profile from the corner of her eye. She chastised herself, took a notebook and pen out, tried to jot down some thoughts from the interview but the ‘theatre of flesh’ description kept getting in the way.

Ann surprised herself by speaking first.

‘Good choice,’ she said, nodding towards the book.

He looked up and smiled again. ‘Thanks,’ he said then continued reading.

Let the man read, Ann thought.

‘I had an early review copy,’ she said, not able to stop herself. ‘I’m a writer.’

What the fuck are you saying? she thought. You’re a hack. Someone who used to believe she would be a writer and is now lying to a complete stranger.

But so what? She would never see this man again.

This time he closed the book and turned on his stool to face her. ‘Oh really? Would I know your work?’

She took in the full breadth of him. He was built. His chest was hard and wide under his soft blue shirt and she noticed how his thighs and arms stretched the material of his jeans and jacket. As an unconscious response she pulled her shoulders back and squeezed her stomach tight. She crossed her legs and thanked herself for wearing her chic black heels that she liked to think made her look French.

‘What do you write?’ he asked next.

She realised she hadn’t answered his first question. Shit. Her bullshit had been called so quickly. She couldn’t tell him that she mostly rewrote press releases for local newspapers. What would Judy say if she was here with Ann?

‘Essays mostly. I’m working on a collection right now for Knopf – well, my agent says they want to pre-empt since I won a writing prize for an essay a few years back.’

A few years back? Are you kidding? She shushed her inner voice and was encouraged to go on by his widening eyes and his body language.

He stood up. So tall. Ann swallowed. ‘May I join you?’ he asked.

She smiled. ‘I’d love that.’

He carried his book and his glass towards her, and Ann swore the chemistry in the room changed completely when he sat within her space. She knew right there and then that they were going to sleep together. She just knew. She always knew. It was her gift. So, she accepted this fact and decided to just enjoy the lead-up. She inhaled his scent: strong but no-nonsense, nothing too complex, just clean and very male.

She snapped her attention back and held eye contact. Could he feel it too? Did he know what was happening here? Yes, she thought, as he looked back at her. Ann was good-looking, petite in stature with an athletic figure and long blonde hair, she knew she looked good when she made an effort, which she had done today, but he was out of her league, model-handsome. Sometimes it just happened like that. Some nights the chemistry was just right. She hadn’t slept with anyone in two years. Caring for her mother seemed to have shut down that part of her. She hadn’t even registered desire on her spectrum of emotions in that time. Until now. Strangely, though, she didn’t feel at all nervous.

‘So,’ he asked again, ‘would I know anything you’ve written?’

She smiled. ‘I don’t know, what have you read?’

He laughed and said, ‘OK, I’ll start. I’m Justin, Justin Forster, it’s nice to meet you … ?’

‘Ann,’ she said. ‘Do you ever think someone is named the wrong name?’

‘What, like instead of Diana they’ve been named Ann?’

She laughed. ‘Touché. I just mean, when I was watching you from across the bar I thought you would be called John or Tad or something like that. I didn’t expect Justin. But it’s nice, I am intrigued, Justin … ’

‘Can I buy you a drink, Ann?’ he asked, pointing at her nearly empty glass.

‘That would be lovely, thank you,’ she said and he made an imperceptible gesture to the barman, who replenished their drinks.

‘So, what’s your favourite essay in this book,’ she asked, giving the volume on the bar a nudge.

He smiled and made a little groaning noise and she thought she could feel a dynamo ignite and charge around her body. ‘I’m, ah, a little embarrassed to say.’

Ann wondered if she had hallucinated him as a way of bringing some joy to her bleak little world. He was perfect, impeccable, casual but crisp, sexy but non-threatening, the kind of effect that usually only Italian men can muster with any success.

She remembered the essay about the discovery of female pleasure, the author’s sexual awakening and insatiable desire for a particular man, her weakness for him, her uncharacteristic abandon around him.

‘My favourite was “The Sea Shell”,’ she said. She remembered reading it and crying in her childhood bed, longing for anything that might make her feel something as her mother lay dying in the living room next door.

Theatre of the flesh, she thought, and was about to laugh when Justin leaned in. Before she knew what was happening, he had kissed her gently and briefly. He pulled his face away just an inch or two, so that their eyelashes were almost touching as she blinked in surprise. A question was asked and answered without any words. Justin paid the bill and took Ann’s hand in his as they left the bar.

Ann had read about moments like this, moments where people felt they were no longer in control, like something important was happening and they were simply there to comply. He led her to his car and said, ‘Can I interest you in a nightcap?’

She smiled and leaned into him. ‘I’d love that,’ she said and the rest was swallowed. She couldn’t deny it was her who had made the first move. He had politely batted away two or three efforts at conversation before he had finally relented. Ann had forced it. She had approached him. And maybe looking back that was what he had intended all along. Play hard to get, leave the door to the trap wide open so nobody can tell it’s a trap.




Chapter Three

The anticipation on the drive back to Justin’s house was exquisite. He reached his hand over and let it rest high up on Ann’s thigh, his fingers silently telling her he was looking forward to it too. She arched her back slightly. When he parked the car in the thick darkness of his driveway, he looked down at his lap for a moment, then lifted his gaze to hers as he leaned in slowly to kiss her. She unbuckled her belt and was kneeling on the seat by the time their lips met, hungrily kissing him, high on the moment.

‘Wait,’ he said laughing. ‘Oh my god, I want you so much but let’s go inside, otherwise it will be too late.’

She loved how mature he was, how confident. There was no embarrassment. This was grown-up. Ann adjusted her clothes and smoothed her hair and opened the car door. She stood up and looked at the house that seemed to disappear into shadows. Off to the right there seemed to be several smaller buildings as well as the original house, which looked like a massive gothic mansion, but she couldn’t be sure where it began or ended in the dark. One thing she could tell: Justin was rich. Not just normal rich. Rich rich.

He took her hand and guided her around the back of the house, past the set of sweeping granite steps that rose to the front of the house. He stumbled a little himself. He was so big, Ann thought, and she really loved that about him. She hadn’t experienced that feeling of being small, enveloped by someone, since she was a child.

‘Watch your step here, these steps are old and uneven … my w … ah … I keep meaning to get them fixed.’

He brought her around the side of the house to a kitchen entrance and then up a narrow staircase, which opened up into a hall of such grandiosity Ann actually gasped. On the drive up they had passed white concrete modernist homes, 10- and 20,000 square feet blocks of minimalist style. Hard edges and glass as thick as walls. Justin’s house was different: old-fashioned but still grandiose. The interior was beautiful. Completely decadent, the soft heart underneath a foreboding exterior. Like Justin himself, she wondered. And maybe that’s what the house’s exterior was for. To keep everyone out, except for the people you wanted inside. In the light of the chandelier, a momentary chill crept into her veins. Nobody knew where she was. She didn’t even know where she was. She was in the middle of nowhere with a stranger. Somewhere north of Hudson? West? Her phone would tell her but she herself had long ago lost the ability to locate herself in space. She didn’t even know his surname. Could she trust this guy she had just met?

What had felt sexy a minute ago suddenly felt foolish. She could be murdered and
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