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			‘Absolutely delicious – a furiously funny page turner which kept me guessing up until the very last moment. This book is so much fun’

			Daisy Buchanan

			 

			‘It’ll seep into your psyche and leave you wanting more’ 

			Hannah Tovey

			 

			‘I adored this book! It is riotously funny, horribly familiar, and a brilliantly compelling story. I related so hard to way too much of it, revelled in the darkness, and can’t wait for Kate Weston’s next novel. Hard recommend!’

			Lucy Vine 

			 

			‘Outrageously entertaining’ 

			Maz Evans 

			 

			‘This deliciously dark tale is an ideal summer read’ 

			Sun 

			 

			‘Brilliantly plotted’ 

			Amy Beashel 

			 

			‘One of those books that keeps catching your eye before you succumb to its charms’ 
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			Meet the women of Harrington Estates. They’re one big happy family. At least, that’s what they all say . . .

			 

			New arrival Bella is determined to get to the top, and she doesn’t mind stepping on some Louboutin-clad toes to get there.

			 

			No-nonsense Hannah was the rising star, but now Bella’s stealing her thunder – and her agent of the year award.

			 

			Olivia wants it all: the glittering career, the picture-perfect family. But lately it feels like something – or someone – is trying to snatch it away.

			 

			Then there’s poor Claire, who has lost more keys than sold properties – and Bella makes sure the whole office knows it.

			 

			When Bella is found dead at the open house for a £10-million mansion, everyone’s a suspect. They’d all die for that listing, after all.

			 

			But did one of them kill for it?
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			Prologue

			Bella walks away from the warm glow of the mansion and further into the darkness of the maze-­like garden, twirling a long strand of chestnut hair around her finger. She reaches out to her left, her hand grazing the leaves of the box hedge that lines the path. A rustle from the other side of the bush startles her and she freezes, prickles fizzing at the back of her neck. Searching through the shadows for the source of the noise, she sighs with relief as a tiny robin hops out of the branches and skitters off about its business.

			Still for a moment, Bella looks back towards the house where all the other women are, still telling their lies and playing their games. Each one of them doing things they think that no one else sees. But she does. Bella sees everything they do. She turns and follows the path round to the left, her heels clicking against the natural slate chippings on the ground. In the distance a hideous, old stone cherub fountain spews out a sudden surge of water, like an exorcism. Expulsion complete, the water settles in the fountain’s stone basin, and she walks towards it.

			Tom, the seller, loves the cherub but she finds it creepy, and she reckons whoever buys the house from him will too. If it was her house, original feature or not, that fountain with its ghostly effigy would be the first to go. She stares into its cold, blank eyes, just as a loud burbling sound emanates from within, before another great gush of water is vomited into the basin.

			

			Aggressive and disorientating, it makes her jump, overwhelming her senses so that when another noise comes from behind her, she wrenches her head round with dizzying speed. Adrenaline slams through her veins, making her feel untethered until she sees the familiar face.

			‘Oh, you came back,’ she sighs, clutching her hand to her chest, her heart still fluttering. ‘I assumed our conversation was over?’

			The intruder says nothing, simply staring as though mirroring the vacant Victorian cherub. In the dim light of the fountain something shiny glints in their hand. Bella doesn’t realise what the object is until the last second – when a bronze vulva sculpture is smashed into her head.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Hannah’s jaw clenches with the relentless clang of the bell. Around the office, the women of Harrington’s Estates are grinning and clapping their hands like overwrought seals. Robotically, she joins in, palms slapping together in the direction of her triumphant colleague. Lip filler stretches across her veneers as she tries to offer the perfect congratulatory smile. It’s a fine line; if she smiles too widely, she might look sarcastic, but not wide enough, and someone might perceive her as jealous. And Hannah would never be jealous of that prick.

			What a great accomplishment! She applauds with bitter abandon. What an inspiring success of a woman! Hannah’s hands have become flippers. She tries to be the kind of woman who feels happy for the achievements of others but, despite what the internet memes say, success does feel like pie. There’s only so much victory to go round, and currently Bella’s gobbling it all up, like a greedy little piglet. While they’re wasting time praising Bella, Hannah could be selling a house right now. Celebrating Bella’s win is actively keeping her from pursuing her own. There’s no thrill quite like selling a house for Hannah, and Bella’s stolen more than a few of those thrills from her lately.

			

			‘I’m so proud of you, Bella darling!’ Amanda Harrington, CEO and founder of Harrington’s Estates, stands from her seat to emphasise how delighted she is with her prodigy. She likes to make sure that, as a boss, she’s encouraging and inspiring the women beneath her.

			‘A house sale and a shortlisting for Estate Agent of the Year all in the same day. Double celebration! Honestly, I worried that flat was going to be impossible to sell at that price, but once again you’ve proved that you can do anything! BRAVA, MY DARLING!’

			Amanda’s tiny Bichon Frisé, Buster, stands from his throne-­like bed, barking at the noise while Amanda raises her hands, performing a deskside standing ovation. A photo­graph of Michelle Obama hangs above Amanda’s chair, in a gold frame, engraved with the quote ‘There is no limit to what we, as women can accomplish’. It sits – aptly – just below a shelf displaying years’ worth of trophies to honour Amanda’s work.

			Amanda is a busy woman – a mother, a business mogul, a self-­starter – who built her career from nothing after a childhood marred by poverty, and a voracious Instagrammer, mumfluencing her large follower count daily. She’s not just a She-­EO, she’s a brand. And, like Michelle Obama, she’s also wife to a very powerful man – the CEO of a huge television channel. She thinks her and Michelle would have a lot to talk about if they ever met, which she’s sure they will. One day.

			

			Hannah exchanges a glance with her desk mate, co-­listing buddy and best friend, Olivia. It’s a silent acknowledgement that they would both rather file Laurence Fox’s toenails than join this standing ovation. Unfortunately – but not unexpectedly – their colleague Claire has already followed Amanda’s lead, whooping and cheering in front of her desk like a crazed fan. If they don’t join in now, they’ll look like arseholes and Amanda will be disappointed in them. None of the women could bear Amanda being disappointed in them. Begrudgingly, the two of them resign themselves to joining the cult of Bella and stand up.

			Amanda raises her phone, filming her office of women cheering Bella for Instagram, as she swings the bell pull again. When the final smack of the clapper rings out – as Bella stands next to it pretending to look embarrassed by the attention – Amanda turns the phone’s camera to selfie mode.

			‘When women support women, we all succeed!’ she says earnestly into the lens.

			‘Yay! Well done, Bella,’ the monotone praise escapes Hannah’s tight lips with a tone that makes it sound more like a ‘fuck you’ than encouragement.

			‘I couldn’t have done it without my Harrington’s babes!’ Bella gestures around the room, her stare lingering on Hannah for an extended and uncomfortable period. ‘Especially you Han, the most experienced among us! You’ve always been so supportive, and I truly value your wisdom and advice. I’m pretty shocked you weren’t shortlisted for the award too, actually!’

			

			‘I’ve won the last three years in a row. Probably time to let someone else have a go. Congratulations.’ Hannah hauls the word out of herself like a tapeworm. She’s furious enough about being bumped from the shortlist, without this late twenties bitch describing her as having ‘wisdom’. Everyone knows wisdom’s code for being old.

			Next to her, Olivia worries that if Bella keeps talking, Hannah might snap, and she’ll have to hold her back. She pictures her lurching across the desk, bludgeoning Bella’s smug face with her own Estate Agent of the Year 2023, 2022 and 2021 trophies.

			Amanda’s attention abruptly switches from the celebrations to her phone and work again, sitting back down at her desk. She chews the side of her cheek, focussing on finding the right filter and backing track to turn the video into an aspirational masterpiece. The other women take her lead and sit back down also, resuming tapping away at their keyboards. Claire turns to Bella and snaps a quick, candid photo.

			‘For the ’Gram. I’ll caption it “When your best friend’s also your inspiration”,’ gushes Claire.

			‘Aren’t women great?’ Amanda says to no one in particular.

			A message pops up in the corner of Olivia’s computer screen while next to her Hannah’s fingers tap away at her keyboard with the bouncing efficiency of someone who’s just expelled a satisfying snark.

			 

			Hannah: Oh god Claire. Get out of Bella’s arsehole.

			Hannah: She’ll suffocate if she goes much further up there.

			

			Olivia: She’s probably just pleased something’s distracted Amanda from dildo-­gate.

			 

			Dildo-­gate – one of Claire’s most exciting moments at the agency, and not for good reasons – was a property tour she posted to Instagram this morning that went immediately viral due to a lurking foot-­long dildo that had been casually left on a bedside table next to a tube of eight-­hour cream ­– that Claire had failed to spot in the background before posting.

			No one’s sure exactly how she still has her job aside from Amanda’s reluctance to fire another woman. Claire’s actually only sold four houses in all her three years at the agency. But she’s not sat idle the rest of the time. She’s also lost six sets of client house keys, accidentally caused a small kitchen fire while demonstrating a gas hob (arguably something that didn’t need demonstrating), and inadvertently caused one property to flood while demonstrating the power of a shower (as above). She sticks to Bella like glue, as if she might somehow catch success from her like a child rubbing up against patient zero at a chickenpox party.

			 

			Hannah: Bella’s only sold a house. That’s her job? Why’s everyone behaving like she’s single-­handedly created the cure for HPV?

			Olivia: It’s embarrassing.

			Hannah: And the Estate Agent of the Year Award’s been done before. She should try being at least a little original.

			Olivia: Next time you sell a house I’m going to make you a small crown out of paperclips – if Claire lets me have them.

			

			Hannah: ????

			Olivia: Have you not seen her email?

			Hannah: I don’t read emails from Claire because they’re mostly either shit or annoying, often both. Also they’re always far too long. CONDENSE BITCH.

			Olivia: She’s stationery monitor now – self-­declared. It’s in her email signature and everything.

			Olivia: She’s trying to make herself indispensable after earlier. Worried Amanda’s going to give her the boot.

			Hannah: Amanda’s not going to give her the boot. It’s not her style.

			Olivia: I’ve been deleting aubergines from our Instagram comments ALL DAY. There need to be consequences???

			Hannah: Don’t worry, she’ll definitely let her know she’s disappointed in her. And that’s gotta feel pretty bad.

			Olivia: On that, someone’s commented ‘Love the cornicing’. Is there any way that cornicing could be sexual?

			Hannah: Maybe delete it just to be safe.

			 

			‘Bella darling,’ Amanda says pointedly across the office as she types. ‘I want to announce your shortlisting on Instagram, but I might wait until tomorrow if that’s OK with you? Just to give time for the little . . . incident . . . to be forgotten.’

			Amanda shoots Claire a disapproving look and Claire, rightly, looks like she wants to die.

			‘Of course,’ Bella says. ‘I really don’t mind.’

			She tilts her head in Claire’s direction, giving her a kind of pitying look that Hannah can see from a mile off is so fake. Bella was the one who pointed out the dildo to Amanda in the first place. Olivia and Hannah were just going to delete the video and sweep it under the carpet. But that was Bella all over, a snitch. Always ready to go to Amanda the moment anyone does the slightest thing wrong.

			

			‘Oh for god’s sake.’ Hannah nudges Olivia and points over at the window.

			Outside, the slimy, shiny, blue-­suited, brown-brogue-­wearing estate agents of Sanders – their rival agency – are setting up for a performative game of cricket on the town green that lies between the two agencies like a battle line. The shops, the pub, Mabel’s wine bar, the cafes and restaurants of Wellingden all face this small strip of green. The boys use it like their pathetic little stage.

			Holding the bat is Ron, Hannah’s nemesis. He pushes his floppy undercut back from his face before tapping the floor with the end of the bat. One of his colleagues, Felix, flings the ball overarm towards him and there’s a light crack as Ron barely hits it, instead disguising his error with an arrogant shout.

			‘I’M KNOCKING IT OUT THE PARK, MATE!’ he shouts as the rest of the blue-­suited knobhead army cheer along.

			‘Stay classy, guys,’ Olivia sighs.

			‘Such losers,’ Claire chimes in while Bella and Amanda professionally tap away at their keyboards.

			‘It’s a shame we’re too busy with actual work to bother with that kind of showy ridiculousness, isn’t it,’ Amanda smirks, and the women all giggle.

			Hannah doesn’t know what’s worse, that Bella’s on the shortlist and she isn’t, or that Ron is, and she isn’t. Actually, she does. It’s still Bella. She knows that only one person from each agency can be on the list. She just hopes that Amanda didn’t have a say in who was listed. Amanda choosing Bella over her would be too blatant, too painful; she can’t entertain it. 

			

			 

			Olivia: Oh god, don’t look now. It’s about to get worse.

			 

			Hannah looks up and out of the window where a huge bunch of flowers is travelling down the high street towards them, so outrageously massive and gauche that it’s basically a garden on legs. The bouquet stops in front of the office, where being closest to the door Hannah or Olivia can easily get up and open it to help. But neither of them do.

			 

			Hannah: Do you ever wonder how he affords these constant cringeworthy displays?

			Olivia: Guess the world of freelance phallic art is more profitable than either of us would have thought?

			Hannah: This is going to shock you but I googled him the other day. Did you know Brick isn’t his real name?

			Olivia: Why, I am shocked.

			Hannah: It’s Caspian Smith.

			 

			‘FLOWERS FOR MY AGENT OF THE YEAR!’ An obnoxious, put-­on cockney accent emerges from behind the excessive, somewhat ungainly, display followed by the grinning face of Bella’s boyfriend, Brick.

			

			Hannah: I would be mortified if someone did this for me.

			Olivia: She pretends to be.

			 

			Across the office, Bella squeals in delight before putting her hand over her face as though embarrassed.

			‘Oh my god, BRICK! You shouldn’t have! They’re gorgeous!’ She takes the flowers, kissing him on the cheek like she’s accepting an Oscar.

			A ludicrously small beanie defies gravity on top of Brick’s shaved head as he advances towards Bella with the bunch, his heavily pierced ears sticking out the sides, adorned with enough gold to fix austerity. He pushes the dark, thick-­framed glasses up his nose, the words ‘BARE’ and ‘LOVE’ tattooed across his knuckles. He passes the bunch to Bella who promptly places them into the vase on her desk, which is a permanent feature due to the galling frequency with which Brick finds reason to send her these vulgar displays. From behind the bunch, his white holey T-­shirt becomes visible, reading ‘Corporation Whore’.

			‘They’re so gorgeous!’ Claire gushes while Bella smiles at the flowers like a proud parent, as though she just birthed herself a reward for having a boyfriend.

			‘Gorgeous,’ Amanda says, briefly gazing over the rims of her glasses, distracted. She didn’t get anywhere by dwelling on achievements for too long. There’s always work to be done.

			‘I gotta shoot, but I just wanted to let you know how proud I am of you,’ Brick says, revealing a flash of gold tooth as he smiles. ‘I’ll see you later, superstar.’

			

			He struts out of the door and waves everyone goodbye as though he were a visiting celebrity before striding down the street with his jeans slung so low that the crotch is impeding his movement.

			‘Oh my god, this is so embarrassing.’ Bella grins broadly.

			Hannah and Olivia smile back in the most genuine way they can possibly muster.

			 

			Hannah: I’m going to need a LOT of wine.

			Olivia: Same. I’ll message Matt, he can meet us across the road at the bar after he finishes.

			 

			‘I’ve had another email from Marcus Fritton about the house. He’s got a new property he wants to sell. Who’s turn is it this time?’ Amanda checks.

			‘Again?’ Hannah sighs.

			‘It’s barely been six months since my last listing with him,’ Olivia says, looking slightly haunted. ‘We almost lost the buyer on that last house . . . twice . . . thanks to him meddling and getting in touch with them directly. He’s got no boundaries.’

			‘He’s enthusiastic and particular. A perfectionist,’ Amanda reasons.

			Claire knows that Amanda would never put her name forward to Marcus, and that the one time she suggested herself she was brutally rejected, but she speaks anyway, boldly covering her own back.

			‘I’m going on holiday in about two weeks and I know he likes things to move fast, so I’m probably not the ideal candidate. Considering I’ll be on holiday,’ Claire smiles.

			

			Hannah and Olivia roll their eyes and Hannah adds another mark to the tiny five-­bar-gate tally that they’ve got running in the top corner of a notepad between their desks for the number of times Claire can mention that she’s going on holiday before she actually goes on the fucking holiday.

			‘Last time I sold for him, he started an argument with a prospective buyer during a viewing because they’d said the solid oak herringbone looked more like engineered laminate. The two nearly came to blows. I thought Marcus was going to slap them with a sample block,’ Hannah says. ‘He’s too involved, a pest!’

			‘He is,’ Amanda concurs. ‘But it’s only because he’s so passionate about what he does. He’s got high standards. And we don’t want him going across the road to Sanders, do we?’

			The women all shake their heads in agreement, but notice that Amanda isn’t about to stick her hand up and volunteer to take on his latest listing herself.

			Hannah’s in desperate need of the commission so she’s obviously going to tell Amanda she’ll do it – she just wants her to know it’s a ball-­ache first. Maybe that way she’ll notice how above and beyond Hannah goes for the agency. Something she hopes will be remembered by Amanda, especially if it comes to appointing a manager, which they’re all convinced she’s about to do. After all, Amanda’s been spending less and less time in the office, instead favouring time spent on sponsored PR and ad trips for her mumfluencing career. While she’s spending more time on that, having a manager who oversees things here would make the most sense. And Hannah wants to make sure that manager is her.

			

			‘I’ll do it,’ Bella says, stealing the words right out of Hannah’s open mouth. ‘I can fit it in between a viewing and a valuation tomorrow.’

			‘Oh darling, are you sure? You’ve already got so much on,’ Amanda says, closing her laptop and grabbing her bag for the day. ‘I have to head off to an appointment now, but I’d really appreciate it.’

			‘Of course,’ Bella says, shooting Amanda a winning smile, her fingers tapping at her keys as she speaks. ‘We all have to do our bit right? That’s teamwork. I’ll send him an email now and I’ll make sure we get a meeting in over the next couple of days.’

			‘God, what would I do without you, Bella darling. You are an absolute angel. Thank you, I know Marcus isn’t easy to work with.’ Amanda clips Buster’s lead on him before looking over and noticing the fresh sticker Bella placed on her laptop this morning. ‘Love that sticker, darling.’

			Hannah and Olivia squint across the office, reading the bright pink sticker affixed to Bella’s rose-gold laptop.

			‘Live, Laugh, Be A Strong Woman.’

			Hannah knows Bella’s stuck it there purely because she knows Amanda will love it. Pathetic. It’s not even catchy.

			‘I saw it and just found it really inspiring, you know?’ Bella smiles.

			‘I couldn’t agree more.’ Amanda smiles back.

			

			Hannah: Overachieving little cunt.

			Olivia: Don’t worry, she’ll fuck up and end up on the slag heap with the rest of us before long.

			Hannah: Incredible use of the word slag babe.

			 

			‘See you all tomorrow! And congratulations again, Bella!’ Amanda says, heading towards the door, with Buster trotting at her heels behind her.

			‘Go, Bella!’ Claire whoops.

			‘Great work,’ Olivia chimes.

			‘So good,’ Hannah mutters, tapping away at her keyboard, her right eyebrow raised.

			She knows exactly what Bella’s up to. She clearly thinks she’s going to be manager, but the only way that would happen is over Hannah’s cold, dead body.

			 

			Olivia: Amanda’s leaving early.

			Olivia: What do you think? Mumfluencing or Botox?

			Hannah: Botox, I think I almost saw her having an emotion.

			 

			Amanda’s real age and exactly what she’s had done to her face is a topic of hot discussion between the two friends. While they’ve had their own work (hasn’t everyone?) and they suspect that their speculation is not within the ‘feminist’ ethos of the company, they simply can’t help it. Besides, as Hannah regularly reminds Olivia, there are millions of women all over the world simultaneously wanting equal pay and opportunities while bitching about each other’s botched Botox. It’s human nature, an irresistible primal instinct. And where Amanda’s concerned, no matter what they think of her forehead, they’ve never needed the respect and approval of someone so much in their life.

			

			 

			Olivia: Fuck I miss Botox.

			Hannah: I don’t understand why you don’t just keep getting it until you get pregnant. Surely it can’t hurt while you’re just trying.

			Olivia: OMG imagine how bad I’d feel if I found out I was pregnant the day after getting some injected? NO.

			Hannah: Fair point . . . I guess.

			 

			Across the office Bella’s enjoying the effort it took for Hannah and Olivia to pretend to be happy for her. As if she doesn’t know that they hate her. But this is all part of the plan, and the plan’s going very well.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			‘Whispering?’ Olivia calls over her shoulder to Hannah, her heels clacking across the black-­and-­white flooring of Mabel’s wine bar as she rushes to get her friend a much-­needed drink.

			‘Angel,’ Hannah replies in the affirmative, slumping down into an armchair across the bar, deflated.

			She misses the victorious feeling of selling a house, of selling someone their dream. She used to be in the thick of it all: works of modern architectural genius, glamorous houses done out with indoor pools, dressing rooms containing more labels than a Dymo, rolltop baths and waterfall showers in Italian-marble wet rooms. Not to mention the bidding wars – last year two women had fought over a house in a way that would make any of the Real Housewives look tame. Walking around houses she can’t afford with purpose – the ability to judge their worth and, by extension, the worth of the people in them – makes her feel like she can afford them. It makes her feel secure. The more houses she sells, the further away Hannah feels from the council estate she grew up on. But her current lull in listings and sales is denting that security. Lately, she’s barely even had a valuation for anything half ­decent. It’s having a profoundly negative effect on her.

			

			Hannah opens Instagram to unwind, scrolling the property porn on her feed. She’s barely started decompressing before Ron’s smug, self-­satisfied voice jars her. It takes a good few seconds before all five foot eight of him, complete with short-­man complex, comes into view behind the noise of his undeservedly confident ‘bants’. The slicked-­back hair, the undercut, the shiny shoes without socks, the man’s a walking trigger on a good day. She knew it wouldn’t be long before he found her to gloat about his Estate Agent of the Year shortlisting up close; she’d just hoped she would have had time to numb herself with alcohol first.

			‘Hannah! How’s it going? Guess you saw me KNOCKING IT OUT THE PARK earlier?’ Ron stands, staring at her as the other Love Island drop-­outs from Sanders gather at the bar to order a celebrity brand of Cava like the basic bitches of estate agency they are. ‘KNOCKING IT OUT OF THE PARK! GET IT?’ he repeats, louder for emphasis, in case the reason that Hannah hasn’t commented on his wit or offered a congratulatory giggle, is because she didn’t hear it, not because it was shit. But Hannah simply takes out her phone with a thoroughly bored expression and starts jabbing away at its screen, hoping that he’ll eventually get the message and move on.

			Olivia watches from the bar, worried that if she doesn’t get the wine over to Hannah soon, she’s going to end up spending the night in a police cell on a GBH charge. Although there’s probably a long line of people who would congratulate Hannah for decking Ron. She doubts it would be the first time a woman’s punched him in the face.

			

			‘I was surprised not to see you on the shortlist this year Han . . . Hannah . . . Hannah banana . . . Spanna, do your friends ever call you that?’ Ron’s teeth glint at Hannah from under the lip flip he had three months ago that he seems to be under the illusion was subtle. Hannah thinks the money would have been better spent on getting Botox in his sweat glands, the way his shirts seem constantly flooded around the pits.

			Olivia catches the end of what he’s saying as she heads back from the bar, leaving the rest of the Sanders boys alpha maleing over who’s going to pay for the cava. It’s a veritable scramble for the first person who can hit the card machine with their Apple watch.

			‘I think your friends are calling, Ron.’ Olivia points over towards the bar where his colleagues are asking the bar man for the biggest knife he has to open the bottle with.

			‘Looks like you should hurry up. You don’t want to miss being showered in cheap fizzy piss, after all.’ Hannah briefly glances up to him, only to look straight back down at her phone.

			As predicted, Ron skips off in the direction of his friends like the little fake-­tanned squirrel he is. The barman hands one of his buddies a blunt butter knife, which he starts desperately rubbing at the bottle with like a grubby little wanker. Olivia can’t help but think there’s a metaphor around penis size somewhere in there.

			

			‘MATE, SHE WAS,’ one of the Sanders guys gestures at his chest as if holding a massive pair of melons. ‘AND ALL ORIGINAL FEATURES.’

			‘No way,’ one of them smirks. ‘No extension? Or renovations?’

			Olivia’s disappointed that the barman didn’t give them something they could actually maim each other with.

			‘Oh good, I haven’t missed anyone making a tit of themselves.’ Olivia’s tall, blond husband Matt appears next to her, kissing her on the cheek. ‘Hope you don’t mind, I brought Tom with me?’

			Olivia tears her eyes away from the Sanders team in Tom and Matt’s direction.

			‘Not at all!’ Olivia waves to Matt’s friend behind him, while Hannah continues to jab grumpily at her phone.

			She’s so deep in misery scrolling she’s barely aware of the two men’s arrival. Her eyes fix on a video Bella’s just posted to Instagram about her great day, the hideous flowers from Brick taking centre stage next to her. She tried muting Bella once, but she just seems to seek out the posts anyway. Obviously hate-­following someone isn’t healthy, but she can’t seem to stop herself.

			‘Bad day, grumpy guts?’ Matt teases, going round to give her a kiss on the cheek.

			‘Some people are just such pricks,’ Hannah sighs, scrolling past the video so Matt doesn’t mock her for watching it.

			‘God, tell me about it,’ a male voice she doesn’t recognise chimes in, piquing her interest.

			Hannah’s head whips upwards, her lips instantly pouting as she takes in the trousers without a hint of shine, the hair without undercut and the rolled-­up white shirt sleeves displaying the area of a man’s forearm, which is her – and every other millennial woman’s – kryptonite. She looks directly into this mysterious stranger’s brown eyes and immediately feels everything becoming less shit.

			

			‘Hi, I’m Hannah. Do we know you?’ she asks, tilting her head in a way that she hopes is playful and flirty but enquiring. She wants this dark-­eyed, hot stranger with his expensive suit and wavy brown hair falling perfectly over his forehead to tell her everything about himself immediately.

			‘Tom.’ The stranger reaches out a hand. ‘I’m Matt’s friend.’

			‘If you’re Matt’s friend, how come I’ve never met you before?’ Hannah asks, detective mode officially activated to work out what’s wrong with him. She narrows her eyes to Olivia behind him.

			‘I lived in Australia until a year or so ago,’ Tom says, matching her playfully official tone. ‘I missed the wedding because of Covid, and I’m really sorry?’

			‘What do you do for a job?’ Hannah continues her investigations.

			‘Same thing as Matt but for a different company,’ Tom replies.

			‘Hedge funding?’ Hannah asks, cocking an eyebrow towards Olivia to let her know that she’s been slack. She should have introduced this man to her immediately.

			‘That’s the one,’ Tom says.

			

			‘Tom also develops property in his spare time. He’s been doing up that massive old, neglected mansion by the park for the last year or so. It’s looking great,’ Matt says.

			‘The Welling Estate?’ Hannah asks. She knows exactly the place. Huge, hidden behind wrought-­iron gates and fences, but sprawling; she’s been dying to see the inside of it for years.

			‘Yeah, that’s the one. I think it’s time to think about selling, though,’ Tom says. ‘Before I get too attached and can never leave. It’s a beaut.’

			Hannah can tell Olivia’s avoiding her eye contact, and she’s right to. A handsome man with a massive house to sell? Why wouldn’t she have introduced them? Unless Olivia has been trying to keep this house sale for herself? It’s the size of project they’d normally co-­list on.

			‘Wow,’ Hannah says, averting her gaze from her lax friend and back to the hot stranger. ‘I’d love to take a look some time.’

			‘Of course,’ Tom smiles back at her.

			They’re interrupted by Matt’s phone ringing. He presses reject, silencing it immediately, but Olivia sees the screen light up again straight away with a text from a random number.

			‘I’ll get the drinks in.’ Matt nods in the direction of the bar, looking at his phone again as he heads towards it.

			‘You guys want another?’ Tom asks, walking backwards in pursuit of Matt, keeping smooth eye contact with Hannah.

			‘Love one,’ Hannah says, downing her large glass of Whispering Angel so fresh the condensation is still dripping down its sides.

			

			She tries her best to hold his gaze, aside from when she’s actually mid-­gulp – that’s creepy. Tom nods and cocks a questioning eyebrow in Olivia’s direction.

			‘I’m OK for now thanks!’ Olivia says, raising an almost full glass of rosé in his direction. She’s been trying to drink less to help them conceive, although she’s not sure what use it’ll do if Matt isn’t making the same effort.

			Hannah waits for the men to move out of earshot before turning to Olivia, eyes sparkling.

			‘I can’t believe you didn’t introduce us sooner! My own best friend, trying to keep a mega mansion and a hot man all to herself!’ she accuses. Her tone’s jokey, but she’s also somewhat disappointed by Olivia. ‘Is he single?’

			Olivia looks from Hannah to Tom and screws up her face a little in surprise and confusion.

			‘He’s single,’ Olivia confirms.

			‘So why no introducing Hannah to the hot man?’ Hannah pouts at her.

			‘He’s just . . . he’s a bit of a player . . .’ Olivia says. ‘Like, he’s a nice guy, and obviously I get on well with him for Matt’s sake, but I dunno. I think he can be a bit of a dick where women are concerned. There’s always a revolving-­door situation going on with him, never with the same woman twice. And he always has a shitty reason why he’s ended it with the last one.’

			‘Commitment-­phobe.’ Hannah nods sagely, staring at Tom’s arse.

			‘Also, you always said hedge funders were profoundly boring people.’ Olivia recounts just one of the extraordinarily offensive comments Hannah made about her husband’s profession to his face, when Olivia and Matt first met.

			

			‘I’ll take boring job for hot and rich with a massive ESTATE,’ Hannah declares. ‘Also how can he be boring and a player? Actually, don’t worry about it. I love a challenge. Shhh, they’re coming back. Oh my god, he’s so fit.’

			Hannah looks like she might be about to expire with lust. She doesn’t seem to realise that Olivia wasn’t even saying anything.

			‘God, those guys are such planks.’ Matt points towards the gaggle of Sanders’ bellendry that’s still going on at the bar as one of them loudly orders a second bottle of shit cava and threatens to ‘open this one properly though, mate’.

			Matt’s phone starts vibrating again and he looks at it briefly before cancelling the call for a second time.

			‘You can take it if it’s work?’ Olivia says. She doesn’t understand why he doesn’t just answer whoever it is and then they’ll finally stop calling.

			‘Nah, it’s fine. It can wait till tomorrow.’ Matt shrugs, putting his phone back in his pocket, where it immediately starts buzzing again.

			‘Who are those dickheads?’ Tom asks, appearing behind Matt and leaning forward to give Hannah her second large Whispering Angel of the night.

			‘Sanders.’ Hannah’s teeth set on edge as she says the name, her eyes narrowing.

			‘The other estate agency in town,’ Olivia explains. ‘Our biggest competition.’

			

			‘Except they’re not really, because they’re literally the worst estate agents ever,’ Hannah says.

			Olivia chuckles. ‘I mean they’re dicks, but at least they’re not selling murder houses.’

			Hannah shudders, remembering a particularly grisly case from the noughties. ‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ she snorts.

			‘I’m guessing they’re the ones that have those hideous budget Audis?’ Tom suggests. ‘Anything that comes in that colour has to have been a mistake sold off at cost.’

			‘Oh my god,’ Hannah giggles. ‘Budget Audis, that’s so funny. Like a Bicester Village Audi. Hahahaha.’

			Tom laughs, slightly perplexed, as Hannah lays a hand on his arm, her fingers curling around it, vice-­like, as she yanks him down onto the seat next to her.

			‘So, tell me, Tom, if you’re planning on selling, what will you do after that? Do you think you’ll stay around Wellingden?’ Hannah bats her extended lashes, hoping to cast some kind of spell over him with her blue eyes.

			‘I’m not quite sure yet,’ Tom says innocently. ‘I usually go wherever there’s an interesting prospect. Definitely time for a new challenge, though.’

			‘Last time we spoke, I thought you were considering staying a bit longer?’ Olivia furrows her brow.

			‘You know me. I never stay too long in one place,’ Tom says. ‘The house is done. Time to recoup my investment and find a new project.’

			The words ‘recoup my investment’ give Hannah the immediate horn.

			‘Well, like I said earlier, I’d love to take a look. Maybe me and Olivia could give you a valuation at the same time. Kill two birds with one stone?’ she offers, purely professionally.

			

			‘Hannah and I co-­list on a lot of bigger projects so I’m sure we could sell it for you quite quick,’ Olivia agrees. ‘Not to brag, but we’re good at this.’

			‘It’s true,’ Hannah says. ‘We’re deadly.’

			Hannah can’t help but feel relieved. Olivia clearly just didn’t think he was selling yet; it wasn’t that she was trying to cut Hannah out. Of course, she wasn’t. Olivia’s a far nicer person than Hannah, and Hannah knows it. She shouldn’t judge her by her own ‘every woman for herself’ standards.

			‘And there I was thinking Sanders would be the way to go,’ Tom teases with a cute smirk.

			‘With their level of competency?’ Hannah points to the bar – using it as an opportunity to get closer to Tom – where Sanders are still trying to open their second bottle of cava, each stroke of the butter knife becoming more inept than the last.

			‘Fair point. Why don’t you guys come tomorrow around eleven? I’m working from home so I can give you the guided tour,’ Tom says.

			‘I’d love that,’ Hannah says, almost breathless. Maybe they’ll grow close while she sells his house then, at the wedding, they can tell everyone how Hannah impressed him with her incredible property prowess and, before they knew it, they were buying their own luxury house together, in a great deal brokered by Hannah.

			‘I can show you some pictures now if you like. A sort of amuse-bouche before tomorrow?’ Tom offers, reaching for his phone.

			

			‘Oh, don’t tease,’ Hannah says, playfully patting his bicep, getting a small thrill from its solid form under her fingertips.

			Olivia feels a wave of anxiety watching her friend throw herself at Tom with so much vigour.

			‘Oh, I wasn’t teasing . . .’ Tom says, slightly puzzled. ‘I’ve actually got some on my phone. Do you want to see them?’

			Hannah clears her throat, brushing away a sheepishness that she desperately wants to ignore. ‘Yes. Please,’ she says.

			‘I’ll take a look at those too,’ Olivia says, squishing in on the other side of Tom.

			Olivia can hear Matt’s phone buzzing constantly in his pocket. He finally takes it out, the same unrecognisable number that was ringing before flashing on the screen.

			‘Someone really wants to talk to you,’ Hannah comments.

			‘Yeah, I think it’s spam,’ Matt says, cancelling it.

			‘Why don’t you just answer or block the number? Get them to stop?’ Olivia asks.

			‘Good shout,’ Matt sighs as the phone rings again. ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’

			Olivia watches him walk out the door. She trusts her husband, but if it’s just a spam call, why’s he being so weird? Why does he have to take it outside? She feels an uneasiness in the pit of her stomach that’s been cropping up far more frequently than she’d like lately.

			 

			

			Hannah runs her finger along her top lip, hoping to draw attention to it while leaning seductively against the toilet door. She tells herself it wasn’t creepy to follow him down here into the basement, pretending that she needed the toilet too, then wait in the shadows for him to emerge so that she could engineer a surprise crossing of their paths in a more private setting. Not creepy, just using her initiative.

			‘It’s been so nice to meet you. I’m disappointed Olivia hasn’t introduced us before,’ Tom says.

			‘Yeah?’ Hannah replies, her inflection rising at the end like a question as she tilts her head. She can literally feel her pupils dilating the more he talks.

			‘Yeah,’ Tom confirms, smiling at her. ‘Especially because it sounds like you’re going to sort my house sale for me.’

			She knows Olivia called him a player, but having seen his house she finds that hard to believe. This man’s created a family home. Sure, he’s selling it on, but it’s still giving her sensitive vibes rather than man-­whore ones. Maybe Olivia just doesn’t know him well enough to understand him? He has been on the other side of the world all this time.

			‘Oh, definitely.’ Hannah leans closer to him, the gap between the two of them rapidly closing, just like she planned.

			She looks up, into his dark eyes. It’s not professional to bang a client, but he’s also a friend, right? The lines are already blurred. She reaches out to touch him playfully on the arm just as the toilet door behind them opens. A woman stands in the doorway for a second, glaring at the two of them for blocking her way, before barging carelessly between them. The magic’s broken and all because some selfish twat finished their wee.

			

			‘Better head back up,’ Tom says. ‘They’ll be wondering what we’re up to down here.’

			‘Oh, right, yeah,’ Hannah says, following him.

			‘Didn’t you need the loo?’ Tom turns to her.

			‘Oh yeah,’ Hannah slaps her forehead and immediately hates herself for it. ‘Duh.’

			Rumbled.

			‘See you in a bit,’ Tom says, heading upstairs.

			‘In a bit.’ Hannah waves, not knowing why, and hates herself.

			She ducks into the toilet in shame.

			 

			Hannah emerges from the toilet and walks down the long, dark, empty basement corridor towards the stairs. When Tom was down here, it felt romantic: the candles in the brickwork offering a dim, flickering light, the tinkling of classical music masking the sound of flushing toilets and the cloying smell of reed diffusers covering the aroma of piss. Without him here, it’s just a creepy sewer. She knows it’s kind of a vibe in these bars to have atmospheric toilets, but she’s always wished Mabel’s could be a bit less Jack the Ripper. As she races for the stairs on high alert, a hand reaches out from the darkness, grabbing her arm.

			‘ARGH!’ she screams and jumps away, before Matt emerges from the shadows.

			

			She breathes a sigh of relief, clutching her fluttering chest as he becomes fully visible.

			‘Fuck’s sake, Matt. You scared me!’

			‘Sorry. Just figured while you’re down here . . . we should probably talk, about . . . stuff,’ he whispers vaguely, but Hannah knows exactly what he means.

			‘I’m assuming you still haven’t told your wife what’s going on?’ Hannah glares at him.

			Matt stares down at the floor like a naughty child, but Hannah’s got no time for his sulking.

			‘I don’t like keeping secrets from her. The only reason I haven’t said anything is because it’s you that needs to do it. She’d be so much more devastated if it wasn’t even you that told her,’ Hannah hisses. ‘Look, I wish I didn’t know, but now I do, I need you to tell her, or I will.’

			‘Can’t you just pretend you don’t?’ Matt says. ‘Just wait for me to sort it out.’

			‘Believe me, I’d rather bury my head in the sand like you seem to be doing, but how exactly are you planning on sorting it out? It’s not something that can be ‘sorted out’. Actually, fuck it, I don’t want to know, Matt. Just tell your wife so I don’t have to. Stop being such a knob.’

			She starts to walk away, just as Felix from Sanders emerges from the toilet, sniffing and wiping his nose. She can tell Matt’s immediately anxious, worried someone else might have heard his little secret. But Hannah’s sure Felix is far too into himself to notice what anyone else is doing.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			@Amanda_HarringtonsGroup

			Backing track: Hustlin’, Rick Ross

			Video begins with Amanda Harrington corralling two small children into putting their shoes and coats on ready for school as they cause havoc. A jar of chia seeds teeters dangerously close to the edge of the marble kitchen island, about to spill onto the floor, but Amanda stops it. A small chocolate-­covered hand heads towards a white sofa, but Amanda stops that too. And a petrified bichon frisé races into Amanda’s arms away from a child that’s trying to make it wear a wedding dress.

			 

			Amanda: Us women know what it’s like to be Hustlin’ every single day. I hustled my career, building my business from nothing, and now I’m a successful working mum, I’m hustlin’ my kids out the door in the mornings before hustlin’ at work to achieve my goals. So that’s even more reason not to be hustlin’ when it comes to house organisation. Am I right ladies?

			 

			

			Amanda smiles to the camera gesturing around at her perfect life, perfect house, and perfect existence. Her nanny is just out of shot.

			 

			Amanda: Keep an eye on my feed for a tour of the PERFECT family home later. It’s coming on the market soon but I’m giving you guys – my special mummy followers – a sneak peek before it hits. Because imagine how much easier all this could be . . . with a bit more space and organisation. One of you lucky people could be about to buy the solution to all your mummy problems.

			 

			Amanda gestures to what she pretends to think is carnage around her as one child plays neatly on the floor with some Lego bricks in her very own perfect house.

			 

			‘Kids! Let’s go!’ Amanda holds open the door to the four by four with the Harrington’s Estates logo printed on its door while pressing ‘post’ on the video.

			She’s nervous because she actually recorded the video at 3pm on Saturday afternoon, but she just can’t get them done in the mornings at the moment. Both kids need extra help with their maths so she’s had to hire a tutor, meaning that they have to practise their Duolingo in the mornings now. She’s barely got time to do her essential morning sun salutations as it is. Recording the video at another time seemed the only option and, fortunately, the kids thought getting ready for school at 3pm on a Saturday afternoon was a fun game. She’s exhausted. She can’t keep this up, running the business and doing all the mumfluencing. But this is everything she’s always wanted. She’s a brand. Finally, she’s the dream she’s been selling to people for years. People come to her for help achieving their fantasies because they think she’s living it. They’re hardly going to do that if they find out the truth about her, are they? She can’t slip up now, not when she’s built so much for herself to lose. She needs to maintain perfection and keep being someone who’s envied. But something’s going to have to give.

			

			Sometimes, Amanda thinks perfection’s a cage she desperately wants to break free from, and just sit around eating Ferrero Rocher in a velour tracksuit all day.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Hannah peers over the rim of her sunglasses at the house in the distance, the tyres of her lilac convertible BMW crunching down the long gravel driveway as she lets out a low appreciative whistle. Next to her in the passenger seat, despite it not being her first time at the house, Olivia’s finding its beauty in this morning’s light almost biblical: the perfectly manicured sprawling lawns, the sun glinting off new wooden sash windows framed by lilac wisteria and the centred double black front door complete with antique brass knocker.

			It’s the sort of house she’s always dreamed that her and Matt would have one day. With their future children playing on its lawns or having epic rainy-­day games of hide and seek around the house’s copious rooms and floors. They could easily make a tennis court and swimming pool with all this space too, then they’d be the stars of their summer camps. She could raise the next Andy Murray. Matt’s secret phone calls from last night drift into the picture, ruining her fantasy and setting Olivia on edge again.

			Instead, Olivia remembers when she’d first walked into her kitchen a year and a half ago, to see Tom, sweaty and fresh from a squash game with her husband, drinking a glass of ice-­cold water from their fridge. She’d almost dropped the vase of flowers she was holding. She was used to Matt bringing people back after various sporting activities, but she generally knew them and had thus far been unmoved at the sight of them in their sports kits (though some of the Lycra ones had moved her to leave the room). Tom, however, was properly handsome, and she knew just from looking at him that Hannah would be all over him. Especially when Matt had told her about the house – or rather estate – that Tom had bought at auction to flip. But Matt had already told her what a womanizer Tom was, and she didn’t want Hannah getting into another bad situation with someone who wasn’t worthy of her. Men with high-­value property and ambition were Hannah’s catnip, but they often tended to come with a moral greyness.

			

			‘Jackpot,’ Hannah breathes next to her as if reading her mind. ‘It’s even better than those pictures he showed me last night. I was beside myself.’

			‘Yes, I think half the bar could tell you were enjoying them,’ Olivia says before doing an impression of Hannah fawning over the pictures. ‘Oooohhhh, ahhhh, oh my god, is that a rolltop bath? . . . Oh, Tom . . . tell me that’s an Aga!’

			The two women giggle as the car comes to a stop. They just about manage to contain themselves, putting on professional faces before they open their car doors, each sinking a stiletto heel into the white gravel of the driveway.

			

			‘My god, it’s an orgasm made of bricks,’ Hannah breaths, shutting the car door and aiming the key fob with a bleep.

			‘Please don’t use Brick and orgasm in the same sentence,’ Olivia winces as the two of them walk towards the house. ‘It’s bad enough that Bella posted a shirtless picture of him this morning.’

			Both women baulk at the memory, which really put Hannah’s hangover to the test.

			‘Besides, we’ve been here before; it never works out when you date a man for his house. In the end, the man never matches up to the bags of potential,’ Olivia warns.

			‘You’re right, I should be careful. Besides, you can never tell what horrors are lurking outside of the camera shot,’ Hannah says. ‘At least we know from the pictures last night that he doesn’t think black’s a neutral decor colour. And there are no mirrors on the bedroom ceiling.’ They shudder slightly as they walk to the front door, both of them remembering a house they sold for a couple in their eighties who were moving into a retirement home.

			‘Bella’s going to be sick when we go back to the office with this listing,’ Hannah whispers, pulling the brass door knocker back and bringing it down with a gleeful thud.

			‘If we throw a massive open house and make everyone in the office come, we can really rub her nose in it,’ Olivia whispers back.

			‘This pisses all over anything she’s ever listed.’ Hannah grins up at the three storeys of original period features and restored charm that lay ahead of them. ‘I can’t wait to see her gutted face.’

			

			‘Now, what would Amanda say if she could hear you?’ Olivia chastises. ‘Competition is the thief of feminism. Other women are not the enemy.’

			‘Bella is the thief of feminism. Bella is the enemy,’ Hannah quips. ‘The way she dobbed Claire in yesterday, her own ‘best friend’, the absolute snake. It’s so obvious she thinks she’s going to become manager.’

			Hannah quickly whispers the end of her rant as a click sounds behind the door and it begins to open. She replaces her bitching face with that of a smooth and enigmatic smile.

			‘Hey, To—’ Olivia stops dead, cut off by a sight so hideous that if she and Hannah weren’t seeing it with their own eyes it would be inconceivable.

			Hannah thinks this might be the first time she’s ever fully understood the phrase ‘blood running cold’.

			‘Oh my god! It’s you! Hey, guys!’ Bella smiles back at them from the wrong side of the door. Olivia and Hannah stand frozen in horror, mouths gaping.

			‘Are you . . .?’ Olivia hears Hannah muttering the words, but she feels like they’re far away.

			She does some equations in her head. Where did Bella say she was going when she left the office earlier after the morning meeting? Did she even say? What’s she doing here in Tom’s house? How does she even know him?

			‘So, you must be the other agents that Tom was talking about!’ Bella’s voice is excited, jovial, the opposite of everything that Olivia (and she’s pretty sure Hannah too) is feeling right now. ‘Such a relief!’

			She’s giving the impression that whatever the situation is here, even if they’re going for the same listing, it doesn’t trouble her at all. That arrogance alone is extremely troubling to Olivia, and it’s like a giant, red rag to Hannah.

			

			‘I was worried I’d have to fight one of those boys from Sanders for it. It hadn’t occurred to me it could be someone from our agency! How lucky! There’s no competition at all!’ Bella grins with shark-­like confidence.

			Hannah digs the pointed acrylics of her left hand into the palm of her right one. Next to her, Olivia’s face is performing a series of acrobatics in an attempt not to look bothered.

			‘Gosh, well come in and take a look! Mi casa su casa!’ Bella grins and opens the door more widely, as if she were a troll guarding the entrance bridge to the castle.

			Hannah is ready to take this woman down. She will fight her to the death for this house.

			‘We could all work on it together!’ Bella says as if she’s just thought of it.

			Hannah would rather fellate Donald Trump than work on a listing with Bella.

			Olivia takes Hannah’s arm, trying to prevent incident. With a gentle hand, she supports the weight of her contained (for now) rage and follows Bella inside. The pristine front door closes behind them with a click, its brass door furniture now feeling more like a trap than a blessing.

			Inside, Hannah looks around the hallway, becoming more and more tempted to physically and aggressively take out Bella somehow so there’s no way she can get her paws on this listing. The house is impeccably decorated with a sharp eye and expensive touches. If she’s not mistaken, there’s even a Constable hanging opposite the front door by the console table. And she’s pleasantly surprised to see the walls painted something other than the usual Jitney or Setting Plaster from Farrow & Ball, the two colours that people use when they think they’re not being basic, but they’re actually basic as hell. Instead, it’s a warm, rich, putty-­like colour that exudes a rare luxurious style. Hannah already thinks Tom’s hot, but a well-­decorated home is her love language. She’s in danger of breaking her own very strict rules about relationships with clients: no bone before you sell the home. Much like the manager’s position, Bella will have to prise this house from Hannah’s cold, dead hands. She will stop at nothing to make sure that smug twat doesn’t get it. And what the fuck is she even doing here anyway?

			

			‘Tom’s just downstairs in the kitchen making coffee,’ Bella says, stalking across the herringbone flooring as if she owns the place.

			Jealousy rises in Hannah like bile. She feels foolish for her earlier smugness, but she doesn’t understand how this could have happened.

			‘How do you know Tom?’ Olivia asks before Hannah even gets the chance to open her mouth.

			‘It’s the funniest story!’

			Hannah and Olivia both doubt there’s any humour involved.

			‘I was leaving the gym this morning after spin, looking like an absolute mess in my workout gear,’ she says, her tone implying she looked anything but. ‘Anyway, I had my Green Goddess smoothie and I wasn’t looking where I was going obviously, because I was reading all the lovely comments on my Instagram post about the award shortlisting. As you can imagine, there were literally hundreds of them. I was totally distracted!’

			

			Hannah and Olivia exchange constipated smiles.

			‘Anyway, I bumped straight into Tom! Poured my Green Goddess all down his T-­shirt. I offered to drive him home so he didn’t have to walk about with a massive green stain down himself and then when we got here I saw the house and we got to talking and, well . . . now here we are. I was saying I could list this for him no problem! And we were just talking terms. How do you guys know him?’

			‘He’s my husband’s best friend,’ Olivia says flatly.

			At the top of the stairs, both women have thoughts of pushing Bella down them but hold themselves back. Hannah follows behind without violence, but she won’t let this continue. There’s no way Bella is getting this listing because of a fucking Green Goddess smoothie. Her jaw clenches tighter than ever before. At least there’ll be no need for gua sha this week. She can simply tense her way to a snatched jawline.

			At the bottom of the stairs, Hannah stops herself from gasping. Sunlight pools in through the kitchen via two open Crittall doors that lead out into the garden, which she can see is stylishly wild and perfectly complemented by the sound of birds tweeting in the trees. In the centre of the room, a huge, marble kitchen island is spotlit by the golden mid-­morning sun, and it’s not the only thing. Tom pours coffee from a glass pot, the outline of his biceps peaking from under the sleeves of his white T-­shirt as he moves. Hannah swallows, her mouth a little dry with thirst. Tom looks up from his coffee, his furrowed brow loosening into a smile as he puts down the glass container onto the island top.

			

			‘Here he is! The man himself!’ Bella gestures to him as if he’s a trophy to be presented.

			Of course, in Hannah’s mind, he sort of is, well, at least part of a trophy. Him and his house. Either way, if anyone’s going to be presenting the trophy, it’ll be her.

			‘Tom! Hannah and Olivia are here!’ Bella sweeps to him like lady of the sodding manor.

			‘So great to see you again, Tom!’ Hannah ‘accidentally’ elbows Bella out of the way.

			Olivia considers whether she should be keeping Hannah away from the knife strip on the other side of the kitchen. Out of the corner of her eye, she spots the boiling-water tap, convinced that if Hannah really wanted to she’d easily find a way to weaponize that too.

			‘Hey! Good to see you again, Hannah.’ Tom steps out from behind the island and kisses her briefly on both cheeks. Hannah feels a warmth akin to smugness spreading through her body. She considers the double kiss a win already. Good can triumph over evil.

			‘Hey, Liv.’ Tom goes to give her a hug, and kisses her on the cheek.

			Hannah notes that Olivia only gets one kiss.

			‘Heya.’ Olivia air kisses him back.

			

			‘This is even better than the pictures you showed us last night!’ Hannah says, eager to make it clear to Bella that they have been hanging out and talking about the house already – and that photos have been exchanged. She will not take the back foot. ‘This is going to be such an easy sale.’ Her sale.

			She also wants Tom to know that she’s a professional. A businesswoman eager to impress him and sell his house. It just so happens that she would also happily ride him like a spin bike.
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