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			PART I

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Freddy gazed unseeingly at the pretty Chinese girl in the sleeveless black dress on the other side of the roulette table, aware that he was doing so only when she smiled at him, giving a coy wave with a delicate, manicured hand. He smiled back, although it was a purely reflexive twitch of his mouth, never reaching his eyes. He was in the zone.

			He’d been feeling sick all day, his nerves wired to the point where he felt as if he’d been flayed, the skin literally scraped from his flesh. His body smarted each time someone bumped into him, brushed against him or ran into him – heads down on their screens – on the narrow, crowded Soho pavements near the recording studio he owned. Every sound, even Lily’s worried goodbye this morning, had set his teeth on edge so that he was barely able to respond with the grace he knew she deserved. She wasn’t stupid: she knew something was up. But there was a way out of this crisis – he never questioned it. It had just eluded him recently, a run of bad luck – which he sensed would change tonight.

			Now he sat in his favourite casino, embraced by the elegance of another era: warm wood-panelled walls, high ceilings, solid chandeliers, long windows looking out towards the darkness of the night-time park. It was a hushed, padded, cosseting environment, the croupiers and pit bosses polite and well trained, the clientele rich – or, at least, having the appearance of wealth. As had Freddy, of course. Most importantly, the club still used the European wheel, only one zero, not the American version so popular these days in the London gambling clubs. Popular because of the added double-zero pocket, giving a house advantage – small though it was at five and a quarter per cent – on straight bets of almost double the European system. Which mattered to Freddy. Although Fish, his cynical, world-weary American gambling crony, laughed every time he mentioned his preference, saying, ‘It’s not the house you have to worry about, buddy.’ Fish was in California tonight, thank goodness. He would only have been a distraction.

			Numbers flashed through his mind like a mantra as he silently chanted the clockwise sequence: 0, 32, 15, 19, 4, 21, 2, 25 . . . He sat and watched the ivory ball’s trajectory through one, two, three and more spins of the wheel, scrutinizing the frets between the pockets to check for nicks or irregularities, assessing the twist in the croupier’s throw, before finally placing his first bet. He gave in to the mounting anticipation. His hands, meanwhile, played with the piles of black one-hundred-pound chips in front of him, the smooth clay surface like worry beads through his fingers. The satisfying click as they fell back on each other was reassuringly familiar. And, of course, a tantalizing precursor to the hit.

			He selected five from the stack, placed two on 23 red, straight up, two on a ‘street’, laying his chips at the end of the line containing 7, 8 and 9, and the last on 0. The croupier was a tall, olive-skinned man, in his late thirties, Freddy judged, with dark, blank eyes and slicked-back hair, maroon waistcoat, white shirt, black tie – Eastern European would be a predictable guess despite the ‘Tom’ on his name-tag. He called, ‘Rien ne va plus,’ in a bored monotone and Freddy’s heart closed down, his breath held, his mind still, completely without thought.

			This was the hit. Unconnected to the outcome, it existed entirely in and of itself, a silent, intimate realm of intense, glorious, terrifying anticipation that sent shivers up his spine and wound his body to fever pitch. No drug he’d ever taken came anywhere close, and he’d tried a few. Mere seconds it lasted as the wheel spun, the ball careened around the top space in the opposite direction, dropped, bounced the frets, dropped again, found the pocket. But it was no less powerful for its brevity. And this was only the first time: there would be more, always more . . . minutes away, anywhere, anytime.

			‘Nine, red,’ the croupier intoned, placing the chunky, bevelled glass dolly on the winning square with a flourish, then quickly sweeping the losing chips from the green baize with his shiny gold-metal rake, stacking them deftly and with awesome speed in their allocated space on the table beside his station.

			Freddy came out of his trance. He’d won. He took a deep breath as he watched Tom stack the round flat black chips on top of the two he’d put down, then start a new column, and a third, all even in height, sliding them towards him with his rake, barely glancing at him, uninvolved. The Chinese girl across the table raised an elegant eyebrow at him, nodded her congratulations. He clicked automatically through his chips, calculating his win. No big deal – less than two and a half thousand, not even a minute dent in the mess – but a start nonetheless, a real start, a feel for things to come. It was definitely his lucky night.

			*

			It was still dark, although the sky to the east was lightening, clouds streaking the horizon in what would be a beautiful spring dawn, when Freddy emerged, exhausted, from the womb world of the tables. The nightmare of his real life hit him with force, like a ball kicked at his chest, as he stepped onto the cold London pavement. Across the night hours he had won, he had lost, won again, lost again. An exhilarating ride. He had drunk a lot of coffee, eaten an indigestible burger and chips at some stage, chatted aimlessly with the girl in the black dress – who seemed to get off on watching other people lose their money rather than losing her own – and now he had close to twenty-one thousand pounds in his pocket. Good, but no good. No good at all. In fact, in the scheme of things, pretty bloody pointless.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Meanwhile, Lily waited by the open doors of the West End theatre, clutching two programmes, her eyes scanning the street, filtering the crowds drifting in as she waited for her friend. It was freezing, raining, blustery, a generally vile March evening. She had come by taxi from the flat she shared with her husband, Freddy, in Sussex Square, and she wasn’t dressed warmly enough, wanting to show off the gorgeous richly coloured wool jacket Freddy had brought back from Italy a month before. She longed to get inside to the stuffy warmth of the theatre. But Prem was always late. The warning bell hadn’t gone yet, but it soon would – she wondered if she should go in now and leave her friend’s ticket at the box office.

			Lily loved the theatre, loved the excitement of a live performance, the sense of anticipation as the lights went down, the absorption in another world. But she wasn’t in the mood tonight. She’d have much preferred to have a large glass of wine somewhere with Prem and spill out her worries. But the play lasted nearly three hours and it would be too late afterwards. Her friend worked long days at the shop she owned in Marylebone, selling ergonomic chairs and desks, and was always exhausted.

			‘Lil!’ Prem was by her side, breathless, her beautiful face alive with amusement. ‘I’ve been shouting at you.’ She gave Lily a hug. ‘Always away with the fairies, you.’

			Lily laughed, handing Prem a programme as she dug the tickets from her Chloé bag – another gift from her husband. They made their way into the bowels of the building, almost the last to do so, the bell ringing insistently now, to the house seats Freddy had been given by a client currently working at his studio. The client, Asif somebody, happened to be the star of the play. Their seats were in the middle of the row, the rest of the audience already settled and tutting irritably as Lily and Prem squeezed past the knees and feet, coats, bags and briefcases that obstructed their progress between the cramped old rows, muttering ‘Sorry’ and ‘Thank you’ as they went. But Prem was always forgiven: even at fifty-two her dark-eyed, natural beauty and the dramatic sweep of glossy hair down her back turned heads wherever she went. She didn’t seem to notice the attention, however, which always endeared her to Lily, living as she now did in Freddy’s self-conscious, privileged world where image counted for so much.

			Lily did not consider herself beautiful – although Freddy often insisted she was. Her sister, Helen, had been the one with the looks. But with her floppy brown hair shining auburn in sunlight, her large hazel eyes, strong nose and slim figure, Lily possessed a diffident grace. And coupled with her restrained bohemian style and wide, forthright smile, she was a woman who caught the eye in any gathering. It sometimes brought her up short to realize she was now part of Freddy’s glamorous milieu, no longer the life-or-death theatre of brain surgery – her first husband’s profession. In fact, she’d never felt entirely part of either, her own world more solitary and internal, her comfort zone the smooth, blank paper upon which she loved to draw.

			‘Go back and say hi to Asif,’ Freddy had instructed earlier. ‘I told him you’d be in tonight.’

			‘Do I have to? I barely know him,’ Lily had protested. She always felt awkward hanging around in those small, stuffy West End dressing rooms, the actor half clothed, high from the performance, eyes dark with mascara, skin thick with greasepaint, searching her face to see whether she’d really liked it or was lying through her teeth to protect his or her ego. It was another world backstage, a private club from which ordinary mortals like herself were excluded, always tense with an unsettling mix of insecurity, competition and hubris. If Freddy were there, it would be fine. He always knew what to say, how to make everyone feel good, but Lily just felt stupid and out of place.

			Freddy had kissed her, running his finger down her nose, smiling the loving smile that never failed to melt her heart. ‘Don’t be such a wimp, Lily. He’ll think you hated it if you don’t go back. All you need do is pop in for ten seconds, say how simply marvellous it all was, gush a bit. How hard can that be?’

			She nodded. ‘I’ll see,’ she said, knowing she wouldn’t. She would make up some excuse about Prem needing to rush off. Freddy could text Asif tomorrow, gush all he liked. And anyway, he was in such a strange mood at the moment. The thought made her stomach twist and she pushed it away, opening the programme and pretending to be interested in what she was about to see.

			‘Where’s Freddy tonight?’ Prem asked, leaning towards Lily as the lights in the auditorium faded.

			‘Umm . . . work, the usual,’ she replied. But something in her tone must have alerted her sensitive friend.

			‘You okay?’ she whispered, as Asif Baka wandered barefoot onto the stage in tracksuit bottoms and a frayed white T-shirt, which showed off his suitably toned biceps, reading a book upside down. Not a promising start.

			In Lily’s opinion the play was dreadful – overacted and pretentious. Prem agreed. Lily noticed she had nodded off for a while in the first act and envied her ability to switch off like that.

			‘Do you have to stay?’ Prem asked as they hovered uncertainly in the corridor by the entrance to the bar, standing back from the press of people eager for a half-time drink.

			‘Freddy would say I should. But I can always tell him you weren’t feeling well or something. And if Asif is pissed off, then I’m sure he’ll get over it. It’s not as if we’re all best mates. He’s just a client of Freddy’s.’

			‘Clients are important.’ Prem’s business mind kicked in. ‘I’ll do the second half if you want me to.’

			Lily laughed. ‘No, let’s get out of here. It’s ridiculous sitting through something neither of us is enjoying just so we can go backstage and be fake to someone who probably won’t even register who we are.’

			‘Put like that . . .’ Prem grinned and took her friend’s arm.

			*

			‘So what are you saying?’ Prem asked. They were sitting in the basement of a restaurant/bar just yards from the St Martin’s Lane theatre, in William IV Street. Set out on the rough wooden table between them were a bottle of Bordeaux, olives, Italian salami, chilli-garlic prawns, strips of toasted sourdough and a small terracotta bowl of cervelle de canut – a soft creamy cheese dip with shallots and chives. ‘You think Freddy’s having a thing with someone?’

			Lily felt close to tears at the idea, although it was what she’d been silently thinking for weeks. ‘Well, what else can it be? He’s tense, distracted all the time, constantly checking his phone – not that he doesn’t always – coming in at God knows what time . . .’

			‘Freddy’s never kept normal hours, though. Don’t musicians record all night sometimes?’

			Lily nodded. ‘They do, but Freddy doesn’t have to be there all the time – he has people to do that. And he never used to, not night after night. I don’t know . . .’ She gazed at her friend. ‘It’s different. I can’t explain how, but he’s acting strangely, even for Freddy.’

			Prem reached across the table and laid her hand over Lily’s. ‘God, you’re freezing.’ She patted her and withdrew. ‘Have you asked him about it?’

			‘Yes. He just says he’s really busy, he’s sorry, things will improve shortly. He says to stop worrying.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘Which is exactly what he’d say if he was having an affair, right?’

			Prem sighed, and raised her eyebrows slightly. ‘I suppose . . . It’s just . . . Freddy adores you, Lily, you know he does. I realize he’s gorgeous and out there and every woman on the planet envies you for being married to him. But honestly, I’ve never taken him for a flirt. Whenever I see him, he just seems totally into you. I mean, you’ve only been married . . . What is it? Three years? Surely it takes longer than that to stray.’

			Lily didn’t reply, just picked with her nail at a warm drop of candle wax solidifying on the table. She noticed that some saffron ink from a drawing she was doing of a girl’s face she’d studied on the Tube a few weeks ago had stained the inside of her second finger and rubbed at it absentmindedly with her thumb.

			‘Don’t you think?’ Prem was asking.

			‘That’s what I tell myself. But I just know something’s up, and what else could it be?’

			There was silence between the two women. Then Prem, her voice tentative, asked, ‘Are you still having sex?’

			After a very long pause, Lily answered, ‘No.’

			She saw her friend’s mouth twist. ‘How long?’

			‘Weeks.’

			‘And this isn’t usual?’

			Lily shook her head. For her and Freddy, not usual at all. She and Prem did not normally talk about their sex lives. She had no idea if Prem and her husband, Anthony, had a good sex life, a bad one or a non-existent one. She had never asked and didn’t want to know. She’d had other friends who went into lurid detail – one in particular who’d talked at length once about a strap-on penis, which had left seriously unwanted images in Lily’s head that were hard to dispel when next she met the couple over spaghetti bolognese. So it struck home that Prem was even asking.

			‘You think that proves it?’ Lily asked, her stomach turning on the red wine she had being gulping down too fast.

			‘It probably indicates he’s under some sort of stress. But maybe it’s just business. Maybe the studio isn’t doing so well, or a client has kicked off about something. It could be a host of things to do with work or money that he doesn’t want to worry you about.’

			Nothing Prem had said comforted Lily. Freddy was a great businessman. He’d had his recording studio for years now and it was highly respected in the industry. It had made him rich. If there were problems he’d share them with her as he always did, giving her the lowdown on which artist was in and what they were recording and whether he thought the work was any good. He had his hand in everything.

			When Lily didn’t reply, Prem went on, ‘I absolutely refuse to believe Freddy is having an affair. I just can’t see it.’ She eyed her friend for a long moment. ‘Go home and ask him. Don’t let him wriggle off the hook this time, Lil. Keep on at him till you have a proper answer. Otherwise you’ll drive yourself mad, probably over something quite trivial that’s nothing at all to do with you.’

			Lily sighed, trying her best to accept what Prem had said. She was so grounded, so practical, and mostly right. She was an amazing friend. Lily thought back ten years. News of her first husband Garret’s death – so sudden, so shocking, so completely unbelievable – making Lily’s head spin so hard she could hardly breathe. Prem hadn’t made a fuss, just scooped up Lily’s then teenaged twins, Dillon and Sara, and taken them back to her house. Sara was friends with Prem’s only daughter, Aisha, at the Fulham secondary school they both attended. She’d fed them, comforted them, brought wine and groceries round to Lily’s house, while Anthony temporarily palmed off his divorce clients to deal with the bureaucratic nightmare involved in bringing Garret’s body back from Switzerland. She’d been more of a sister to Lily than her actual sister, Helen.

			‘You trust Freddy, don’t you?’ Lily asked, her heart beating uncomfortably fast when Prem didn’t reply at once.

			‘I don’t know him that well but, yes . . . yes, I trust him.’

			‘Like you trusted Garret?’

			Prem hesitated again, frowning. ‘I knew Garret from when he trained with Raj at Guy’s – twenty years at least. And he was . . . he was one of those people you’d trust with your life, literally.’ She laughed. ‘That’s the point of a brain surgeon, I suppose.’ Raj was Prem’s older brother. He and his partner, Hal, lived in Minnesota, where Raj worked at the Mayo Clinic, doing research on genetic sequencing.

			Lily gave a rueful smile. ‘And you don’t feel like that about Freddy?’ She shrugged. ‘No reason why you should.’

			‘As I said,’ Prem replied, ‘I’ve only known him for such a short time. And we don’t see him much – he’s always working.’

			*

			Lily got home late – the two women had sat for hours over the wine and then some fresh mint tea. She was fired up by Prem’s insistence she get the truth from her husband. He wouldn’t be asleep – Freddy seldom went to bed before midnight, often considerably later. She realized she was nervous, almost frightened, as she let herself into their sixth-floor penthouse in the smart block set back from Bayswater Road, minutes from Lancaster Gate. Did she really want to know what was making him so edgy, so distant? Shouldn’t she just do as he’d suggested and stop worrying, let it pass, whatever it was?

			She pictured him lounging on the sofa in the soft light of their large, luxurious sitting room, probably in his habitual jeans and untucked shirt, bare feet propped on the low oak coffee table, his handsome face, framed by thick, dark wavy hair, looking up at her with its perfect light-olive complexion and those large brown eyes, which could switch from being charmingly social, to tender and so loving, to something much darker and unfathomable, all within seconds. ‘Mercurial’: that was the word someone had once used to describe Freddy March.

			But the flat was dark and silent. Lily slipped her heels off – they were stupidly high and her feet had been aching almost since she’d put them on – and left them in the hall, padding over the polished floorboards in her stockinged feet to the bedroom at the end of the corridor. Maybe he was asleep after all. The door was open, though, just as she had left it hours before, the smooth, expensive white bed linen untouched, except for a sea-green cardigan she had failed to put away earlier. She glanced at the bedside clock: 1:05 a.m. Where is he? She reached for her phone to check if he had called, and rang his mobile when it was clear that he hadn’t. It went straight to voicemail: ‘Freddy March’s phone. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you.’ His voice was warm and strong, confident. She loved him so much.

			Where are you? she texted him. I’m not asleep. Pls call when you get this. xxx

			Then she wandered back to the sitting room and went to stand by the glass doors onto the balcony, staring across the roofs at the city, the lights still dotted randomly over the floors in the hotel nearby, the dark patch of Hyde Park behind. She heard a police siren in the distance, over the constant background growl of traffic which never stopped and which she barely noticed after so many years in London. Her head was thick with the tension she knew she’d been hanging onto for weeks now, and also, no doubt, from too much red wine. There was no point in waiting up, she decided. If Freddy were involved in an all-night session at the studio, he’d have his phone turned off anyway. Better to talk to him in the morning. If she confronted him when she was so tired, she’d probably accuse him of all sorts of ridiculous stuff and they’d have a row.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			When she jerked awake around five it was to an empty bed. She sat up, heart racing. It was chilly in the room, the heating not yet triggered. Quickly, she wrapped her naked body in the pale blue soft-wool dressing-gown Freddy had given her for her recent birthday and walked through to the sitting room, hoping her husband had crashed on the sofa, not wanting to wake her. But it was dark and empty, the dawn barely breaking outside the uncurtained glass. The previous night’s rain had blown over, and it looked clear on the horizon as Lily glanced out of the window, shivering.

			Where the hell are you? she wondered, turning to curl up on the sofa, her cold feet tucked under her. She checked her phone, which she’d left charging on the glass side table by the door to the hall. No message. The flutter of anxiety grew in her gut, making her feel sick and even colder. He’s at the studio, she thought, trying to be firm with herself. Where else could he be till this time? But he always told her if he might have to do an all-nighter. And it usually meant till about four thirty, latest – even the keenest musicians ran out of fuel. So the answer seemed obvious: in someone else’s bed. She tried to picture it. Maybe they’d had sex and he’d fallen asleep by mistake. Or maybe she – whoever ‘she’ was – had insisted he stay, insisted he make a decision, forcing his hand so that he would have to confess the affair to Lily.

			Her thoughts were almost detached, as if it were someone else’s husband she was picturing in flagrante. Because it was impossible for her to believe her Freddy might, right at this moment, be kissing another woman, stroking his finger down her nose as he did Lily’s, muttering his love for her, despite the tensions of the past month.

			Lily reached for her sketchbook, her love of drawing a lifelong comfort and distraction since childhood when severe, life-threatening asthma had restricted her physical freedom, pinning her to her bed or, swathed in blankets – like a precious artwork – propped up on the sofa. Her wispy, anxious mother would hover over her, while her sister and friends were out in the fresh air, riding bikes, swimming, playing sport, free. She could not imagine surviving those early years without pencil and paper.

			As she waited, she found herself unthinkingly sketching Garret’s face on the thick cream paper in front of her. It was strange how her hand remembered things her brain did not. She still had photos of her first husband, of course, but since her marriage to Freddy they had been shut away in albums at the top of one of the wardrobes in the bedroom. Lily had not thought it fair to Freddy to have daily reminders of a man she had once loved. A man who had acquired the inconvenient halo of those who die young. These days, she recalled Garret’s essence more than his actual features, remembered the feel of him more than his physical form. But her hand still knew every line.

			Like Prem, she had trusted her first husband implicitly. Although he was just as much of a workaholic as Freddy, his job as a leading neurosurgeon in a busy London hospital taking up all hours, Lily had never for a single minute worried he wasn’t where he said he’d be. Garret was like Freddy in that he was charismatic, unconsciously seductive, someone who could command the room, his charming smile effortlessly drawing people into his circle of admirers. A big, broad-shouldered Irishman, he was warm and very physical, someone who had made her feel safe.

			But Lily had often felt she was part of ‘Garret Tierney Inc’. There was no exclusivity with him, no special place where she felt she alone occupied his affections. He loved her, she thought, enormously, but only as much as he loved his children, his friends, his work, his colleagues and the beleaguered victims of the Iraqi war, one of whom he’d operated on with remarkable success – a seven-year-old child with terrible brain injuries who’d been flown to Britain by a charity.

			Her second husband, although similarly warm and physical, and equally able to charm the birds from the trees, seemed to have eyes only for Lily. He made her feel as if she were the entire centre of his world, despite his moods being sometimes difficult to predict, his sudden need to be alone disconcerting. She had thought her new marriage would mirror the uncomplicated friendship she’d shared with Garret. But Freddy’s love for her was a far more exclusive, more intense, more unpredictable thing. Lily felt he understood her on a deep soul level in a way no one else in her life ever had.

			But as she waited in the early spring morning for him to return, she wondered how well she really knew him. Their first meeting, four years ago in Prem’s shop, had been what her friend later termed a coup de foudre. The instant, irrefutable connection was like fitting the final, long-lost piece into a jigsaw puzzle.

			Prem had bamboozled Lily into working for her after the twins had left home to go to college: Dillon to Bristol, Sara to medical school in Nottingham. Lily, two and a half years widowed at the time, had sunk into a dull despair at the lonely, empty days stretching ahead of her. Days she couldn’t find the energy to fill. She had, by absolute choice, been a full-time mother since the twins were born.

			She was not ambitious, had never had a burning desire for a career. In fact, she had never wanted to do anything but be left alone to draw the small, detailed, brightly coloured pen-and-ink portraits at which she was so good. Although no one could ever convince her of this because her going to art school had broken her father Roy’s heart. ‘That’s a bloody stupid waste of a life,’ he’d told her, tugging on his bushy auburn beard as he always did when upset, his fit, wiry body rigid with outrage. ‘You have to be brilliant to make it as an artist, and you’re not brilliant, Lillian, not by a long chalk.’

			He was not being intentionally unkind, Lily had thought later. He just assumed that everything in the world was black and white, categorized by a straightforward rule, like a try or a penalty. Rugby was Roy Yeats’s passion, his obsession, his raison d’être; the family came a poor second. His day job was as a tough – and, by all accounts, inspirational – games teacher at a secondary school near Potter’s Bar, where Lily had grown up. He also refereed club rugby matches all over the country, and there wasn’t a detail of any game ever played that he couldn’t instantly recall.

			Lily remembered his voice, always so confident and loud, ricocheting round the house after she’d told him about her offered place at Byam Shaw in north London, broadcasting his dissent in no uncertain terms to his cowering family. But Lily had quietly gone ahead anyway, side-stepping her mother’s spurious worries – or manipulations – that college would bring back the asthma and make her ill. She was sick to the back teeth of being thought weak, an invalid, and she told no one at college about her childhood condition.

			But after Garret died, her drawing hand had become paralysed. Every image she saw around her echoed with the past, every room in the house a scene set for those times when her family had been whole, when her world had seemed perfect. It had panicked her that she couldn’t draw. Her pencil hovered above the blank page, but her hand was unable to commit to the lines and shapes that were normally hard-wired to her brain, as if her hand had been disconnected.

			So, although she had no need to work – her husband had left her well provided for – over time Lily came to enjoy her job and the interaction with Prem’s clients in the shop. It was better than sitting at home, moping. And buying a desk chair seemed to open up in the clients a wealth of personal disclosures. She listened while they told her about back problems, injuries, operations, fitness challenges, worries about their business and their family. They had filled her loneliness to a degree, enough to make her feel, as the years passed, that there were still pleasures to be had. She had never imagined falling in love again, despite Prem’s dismal parade of potential suitors.

			Then one Monday morning – nearly six years after Lily had been widowed – a tall, confident figure, well-dressed in expensive jeans, white shirt and a tailored black corduroy jacket, with indigo trim to the turned-up collar, had pushed open the shop door and strode straight to where Lily was standing. Smiling at her, he had thrust out his hand and introduced himself as if he had been expecting to meet her his whole life.

			Lily, surprised by his forthrightness, had looked into his face as he said ‘Freddy March’ and felt a small shock of recognition, not based on any known previous acquaintance. Freddy had continued to stand close to her, engaging her with a vivid tale of a homeless man he’d met on the walk from his Soho studio, who had told him his life was about to change – she’d never asked him if the story was an invention, a handy chat-up line. Prem told her later that she’d been certain they were old friends as she watched them from across the shop floor.

			Their courtship had been swift and unchallenged. He wasn’t married, just a couple of long-term relationships he said hadn’t worked out, and had no family, except a father suffering from dementia in a Nottinghamshire care home – whom she’d yet to meet. Freddy had said he’d rather visit him alone, his dad at the stage where he got upset at new faces. Lily was a widow and the twins had left home. No one, except her older sister, Helen, seemed anything but pleased at the union: two single people, turning fifty, finding love . . . What was not to like?

			Within three months they were living together in Freddy’s glamorous Sussex Square penthouse. Another three and Lily had sold the family home in Fulham, given money to her children and kept a fair chunk of security, which she’d invested with one of Freddy’s banker friends. Within another three they had announced their wedding, which took place the July after they’d met, a swish affair in a famous restaurant in the South of France, with fifty friends and family.

			‘Fairytale’, ‘whirlwind’, ‘magic’: her friends had applied all the clichés and Lily understood why. But to her Freddy was bones-and-flesh real, not some fantasy Disney prince. She loved him from deep in her soul. More passionately than she’d ever loved Garret Tierney. Freddy had awakened things in Lily she still didn’t understand: a restiveness, a need, an almost painful yearning. She felt slightly obsessed at times. And with that obsession came the nightmare ache of jealousy.

			Lily came out of her daydream to the sound of a key in the lock. Freddy entered the room slowly, not seeing her at first as she lay curled up on the sofa, clutching her sketchbook, and she had time to scrutinize his face in the seconds before he did. A person used to studying faces carefully, what she saw shocked her. He looked devastated, exhausted, blank, as she imagined people look when someone they love has died. Then he noticed her and adjusted his expression to a slow, tired smile.

			She jumped up, not going to him, as she normally would, to throw herself into his embrace, but standing behind the coffee-table on the grey-and-cream-patterned rug in front of the gas-log fireplace, arms folded tight across her chest.

			Freddy attempted another grin, this one slightly more successful than the first, and came round the end of the sofa, rubbing his dark, stubbly chin. But she backed away. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked, all the pent-up tension of the previous few hours – it was now nearly seven o’clock – making her words sting as they whipped across the room.

			They rarely argued. It was only at the start of their relationship, when Freddy thought Lily was pulling back from social events he was sure she would enjoy, that they’d sometimes wrangled. He saying it would be fun, she saying she wasn’t in the mood, not admitting she was shy and felt intimidated by his myriad high-profile friends, many of whom were in the public eye. Lily had never been much of a socializer.

			She still had not got used to the fact that they might start the evening having a drink at an opening, launch or private view, move on to someone’s house for dinner, leave late and go to a club, leave even later and grab an espresso at Bar Italia in Frith Street, Soho, finally making it home in the small hours. Freddy would have his arm round her most of the night, or be pulling her along by her hand, his pleasure and pride in her company obvious to all. She did enjoy herself when she began to know his friends better, but she would have been just as happy with one of those events in an evening, not all. Or not even one: supper alone with her new husband was Lily’s idea of heaven. Freddy, however, was insatiable. ‘It’s part of my business, Lily,’ he told her. But she knew it was more than that.

			Now he sighed and collapsed heavily onto the sofa in front of her. ‘God, Lily, I’m so sorry. I got stuck with this maniac Ukrainian producer, Borys, who says he’s going to put all sorts of business my way. He’s clearly filthy rich, got a massive film studio in Kiev and a mansion on the Embankment . . .’ He yawned. ‘Anyway, he was coked up to the eyeballs from the off, wanted non-stop action, wouldn’t let me go. We did the King’s Road Ivy, then Annabel’s, Hertford Street and Loulou’s – loathe that place . . .’ He yawned again, his face stretched to what looked like breaking point. But Lily was able to focus only on her husband’s bloodshot eyes, his scratchy chin, his sweaty shirt, not on what he was saying. ‘Then, just when I thought I was home free, he insisted I take him fucking gambling. I’ve only just got rid of the man.’

			‘Why didn’t you phone me, text me, something, so I didn’t lie awake worrying about you all night? I’ve been up since five, imagining what you were up to . . .’

			Freddy raised his eyebrows, a sudden tension in his face, brown eyes unfathomable, as he waited for her to go on.

			‘I finally came to the conclusion you were in the arms of some horrible girl, sleeping it off after a night of unbridled passion. Sabrine, I thought. Or – or that dreadful Emily.’ On the verge of tears, she heard the brittle note in her voice as she named a couple of socialites she was sure lusted after Freddy: beautiful girls and at least twenty years younger than Lily, who was fifty-four. They had the easy, proprietorial intimacy she so envied. Girls who would hang on Freddy’s arm, make effortless small talk with him in sexy whispers, giggle a lot . . . Manage to imply they had some sort of special relationship based on knowing him longer than Lily had, while at the same time being patronizingly friendly to Lily herself.

			At Lily’s suggestion, Freddy looked aghast, then threw back his head and roared with laughter, so clearly amazed that Lily was taken aback.

			‘Sabrine? Really? Christ, Lily, I do hope not.’ He continued laughing, a genuine, almost out-of-control giggle – tiredness a contributory factor, no doubt – only stopping to draw breath before starting all over again. ‘And Emily? Blimey, I wouldn’t trust my body to her cold-eyed scrutiny. Anyway, her bottom line is a Learjet. She wouldn’t drop her drawers for anything less.’

			Lily, despite her genuine annoyance with him, couldn’t resist a smile.

			‘Seriously? You thought that?’ Freddy was on his feet and had her wrapped in his arms before she had a chance to change her mind. Looking into her eyes, his own suddenly intense, he said, ‘I don’t fancy those women, Lily, honestly I don’t. I wouldn’t touch them with a bargepole. You need never, ever worry about my screwing another woman. I just wouldn’t.’

			Scooping her up in her dressing-gown, he carried Lily to the bedroom and laid her on the bed, leaning over her and gently running his fingers through her short, satiny-brown crop. Freddy said the colour was ‘truffle’ – he loved the softness of her hair, although she despaired of its fineness. He brushed the long fringe off her forehead, slowly bending to kiss her mouth as he slipped his hand inside her robe and found her small, naked breast.

			It was only much later, after they had made love, slept a bit, woken and showered, made coffee and scrambled eggs, only after Freddy had gone off to the studio, that Lily had time to think. Although she was totally convinced he was telling the truth about last night, she still didn’t understand what was really bothering him. She couldn’t forget the look on his face when he’d walked through the door that morning. It wasn’t the look of a man who’d just had a tedious night with a Ukrainian producer – bonding was par for the course with Freddy. It was the look of a man in complete despair. But the lovemaking, especially after so long, had soothed her. She hadn’t wanted to spoil the moment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Freddy did not go to his studio. As he was leaving the block of flats, his phone rang. Staring at the screen, he bit his lip, hesitated, then reluctantly answered. The call lasted barely ten seconds. Apart from ‘Hi’, the only words Freddy uttered were ‘Fifteen minutes’, before he clicked off, striding purposefully towards Lancaster Gate Tube.

			*

			Lau Heng’s office was two floors above a shiny red and gold Chinese restaurant on the corner of Soho’s Gerrard Street and Newport Place, facing the entrance to what is generally referred to as the ‘Chinese car-park’. It was an unimpressive place for such a successful man: Mr Lau – Freddy had learned the Chinese surname comes first – owned numerous restaurants in Chinatown, a casino and properties all over Soho. The two rooms were dingy white, worn brown carpet tiles underfoot, grey metal filing cabinets lining the walls, the glass in the windows dull with city grime. There was no computer on Heng’s desk, just a tidy pile of stacked letters, a red lacquer cup holding a clutch of new-looking biros, pencils, a pair of black-handled scissors, and three identical mobile phones in a neat line on the leather desk surface. It was Lin, his assistant, dwarfed by the wide-screen desktop in the outer office, who apparently held the reins of the online environment.

			When Lin saw Freddy she nodded briefly. ‘Go in,’ she said, indicating her boss’s door. Freddy had long since stopped trying to charm the severe middle-aged woman, always dressed in black, her dark fringe low over wary eyes.

			Freddy knocked and tentatively pushed open the door, forcing himself to breathe slowly to maintain the appearance of calm. Lau Heng would immediately scent any iota of fear.

			‘Freddy!’ He was seated behind his desk, beaming broadly. He managed to look pleasantly surprised to see Freddy, although he’d summoned him to his office not half an hour before. He was a small round man in his fifties, grey hair brush-cut short, smartly dressed in a dark tailored suit and open-necked white shirt. His heavy black-rimmed glasses gave him an air of seriousness, belied by his almost permanent grin. ‘Come in, come in. Take a seat.’ He indicated the only other chair in the room, a treacherous blue swivel number with chrome feet that had sent Freddy sliding across the carpet tiles on a previous visit. But today he did as Lau Heng asked and perched gingerly on the padded seat.

			Mr Lau continued to beam, small hands placed on the desk in front of him, palms down, waiting.

			Freddy took a breath. ‘You wanted to see me.’ There wasn’t anything else he could think of to say: the loan the Chinese man had given him was so long overdue, the conversation they were about to have so painfully familiar.

			‘I am hoping you have some good news for me.’ His accent was almost entirely English – Lau Heng had come to London from Hong Kong when he was twelve; only his slightly sing-song intonation was Chinese.

			‘It’s been a bit of a rough time,’ Freddy said, after a pause that he hoped might indicate the huge pressure he was under and elicit some sympathy. ‘But I intend to pay back at least half by the end of the month.’

			It was bollocks, of course, and Lau Heng knew it. On previous occasions, however, he’d nodded and pretended to believe Freddy. Not so today.

			‘Hmm . . . half. I’m afraid we have come to the end of that road, Mr March.’ He lifted his hands towards him as if to say ‘Over to you’, and waited, his dark eyes behind his spectacles never leaving Freddy’s face.

			Freddy squirmed. ‘Mr March’, is it? Not the usual ‘Freddy’. Of course he felt bad about the debt – or ‘loan’, as he preferred to call it – but not very bad. Lau Heng wasn’t short of a bob or two and Freddy would repay it as soon as he could lay his hands on it. ‘You know I’m good for it, Mr Lau.’

			The businessman raised his eyebrows slightly, said nothing.

			‘I take this very seriously,’ Freddy went on, lowering his eyes to show respect. ‘But I’ve got clients who owe me a shedload of money and they’re dragging their feet, so I haven’t been paid myself for months. I know they’ve got it, so it won’t be a problem in the long term. I just need a few more weeks.’

			Saying it made part of him believe the lie. Why not? There were always clients who hadn’t paid. Freddy conveniently skated over the fact that, even if they did, it wouldn’t scratch the surface of his debt to Lau Heng. And he had paid himself his salary, regularly and in full, plus the odd bonus he never really justified.

			The man on the other side of the desk shook his head very slightly. The beam, however, still seemed perfectly genuine – the sort of smile to which it was hard not to respond. And he liked Lau Heng. They had always got on well when they had met in his casino, years ago now, before Freddy had made the rash decision to borrow money from the man.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr March. I hear what you are saying, but I don’t feel it would help either of us to let this situation slide.’

			Freddy noted the tone and gave up being bullish. ‘I need more time. Please, just four weeks, Mr Lau.’ He cast himself on the man’s mercy, his brown eyes imploring.

			After a long moment, during which Lau Heng’s mouth tightened, he said, ‘The first of April. No more time.’

			‘Thank you. I absolutely promise you will have your money by then.’

			Freddy felt almost faint with exhilaration. Nearly sixty thousand pounds and three weeks to find it might not have sounded so thrilling to most people, but the important thing was that he had bought time. Lau Heng would not send round his terrifying gang of enforcers. Not yet, anyway.

			He tripped on the step into the street and nearly went flying, his heart racing in his chest, so keen was he to get away from that smile and all it implied. Crossing Shaftesbury Avenue, he strode at a fast pace along Frith Street, cut through Soho Square gardens, past Govinda’s and the Hari Krishna temple, navigated Oxford Street and into Rathbone Place, heading for one of his favourite coffee shops. He ordered a double espresso and sat at one of the narrow wooden tables, which was riveted to the floor, gazing out of the plate-glass windows onto the street. It was thronged with young, über-cool advertising people, disgorged from a number of high-end agencies in the surrounding streets.

			I have been here before, he thought. I’ve wriggled out of worse than this.

			But the time he was remembering was not the same, not worse by any means. Back then, he’d been younger and with no ties. He’d basically had nothing to lose. Now he had so much. He cursed himself, realizing what a fool he’d been for thinking he could lead a normal life, for believing he could have a business and a wife, even a family, her children becoming his.

			Lily. He inhaled slowly, his thoughts returning painfully to the moment this morning when he’d kissed her. The anxiety in those clear hazel eyes, the way his kisses had gradually dispelled her fear. She had slipped under the wire that very first morning he’d set eyes on her in the Marylebone shop. Not a beautiful woman in the accepted sense, she had nonetheless stopped his breath, the frail quality in her slim figure belying a steady, thoughtful expression and poise. She looked like someone who would know how to listen. And however unexpected and bizarre, it was a soul connection. He couldn’t have ignored it if he’d tried. She seemed to complete his life, make him see what he’d been missing all these years. He had been so sure he could clean up his act for her. And at first he had. Months had gone by after he’d met Lily without a single flutter.

			Freddy shook his head, trying to focus on the current problem. No point dwelling on what might have been. But his normally quick brain seemed unable to come up with a plan. The situation had burgeoned to such chaotic levels that every way his thoughts led they skidded to a halt. So absorbed had he been in his habit that he’d taken his eye off the ball. Deals he should have clinched, he’d messed up, his head elsewhere. Extravagances such as the improvements to the studio equipment, the state-of-the-art soundproofing, taking on too many staff, were way beyond budget and mostly unnecessary for a small business like his. But gambling was not just a roulette habit: it was intrinsic to Freddy’s personality. He would always, always assume that he would find the money, the deal would be done and things would turn out exactly as he dreamed they would.

			The pending court judgement on the company would kick in any day now: next month’s salaries were in jeopardy; the bank was screaming, daily, for resolution of the overdraft; Lau had given him three weeks; and Barney, his endlessly accommodating bookie, had cancelled his account and was not returning his calls. Not a good sign: Barney was a mate. And HMRC . . . He couldn’t even think about them. This was just the sharp end of his nightmare.

			The final straw was the overdue rent on the penthouse. Every time he went home he expected the locks would have been changed, expected to find Lily sobbing in a heap by the front door, expected to see someone’s muscle waiting by the lift to break his kneecaps.

			He could have dealt with all of that, though, if it hadn’t been for Lily. She believed in him. Nobody in his life ever had before. Sure, he was always able to charm people into doing what he wanted, but he sensed they did it despite their better judgement, because they wanted to trust him, not because they actually did. But Lily got him. She loved him for being Freddy, not for his superficial charms. The thought of her finding out the scale of his financial meltdown made the coffee he’d just swallowed rise in his throat.

			Fingering the bundles of cash in his coat pockets from last night’s casino win, and knowing that any payment had to be in cash from now on – his credit lines were all shot – he made a calculation of priorities. Rent. That would take half of it. He had to leave himself enough of a stake to win more, but Lily’s security must come first. If the penthouse went, the game would be up.

			Horses? he wondered, calculating how to make the most of the remaining money. The payback on just one bet could be huge. Freddy, a solidly loyal roulette man now, had nevertheless made a lot of money on the nags – and occasionally the dogs – over the years. And lost a lot too. But he always felt the track was his father’s domain. He experienced a sudden flashback of the sleazy betting shop in Fosse Road South, Leicester, glimpsed, as a boy, when his mother had dispatched him to fetch Vinnie home. He would put his head round the door to be confronted by the familiar shuffling desperation of a room full of no-hopers, the pungent miasma of booze and fags, the despair – almost tangible, even to a child – in the litter of discarded betting slips. Then his father’s sullen pretence that he couldn’t hear Freddy’s call. Freddy had vowed, back then, that he would never, ever gamble a single penny of his money. It was so bloody dumb.

			But twenty-five to one, ten thousand on the nose? Quarter of a million, plus the ten thousand stake: two hundred and sixty thousand pounds. Even half that, twelve to one – more likely odds for a potential winner – would net a hundred and twenty, plus stake. Freddy allowed himself a moment to imagine the thrill of winning that amount.

			It would sort some of it. Shut Mr Lau up, sub the wages for a month. The bank and the taxman would have to wait, but he could throw them a small bone. There wouldn’t be enough to cover the County Court Judgement against the studio: that was those bloody accountants who seemed to think he owed them a mint. Christ, they’ve waited for years, why go for me now? But the court had not yet set a date; it would probably be months before he even had to appear. By which time . . .

			Problem was, which bookie would take the bet? He needed someone absolutely reliable. Barney was a genius, but he would want his money back first. He did a mental trawl through the options and settled on Jansen Cole, commonly known as JC, a young guy, very ambitious, he’d met through his friend Fish. JC seemed impressed by the famous people Freddy knew. And horses were his thing. He’d said a number of times that if ever Freddy needed help . . . He leaned back on the stool and dug out his mobile from his jeans pocket. He was feeling slightly better now he had a plan. He did not even entertain the possibility that the horse might lose.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Dillon watched his mother push open the heavy glass door of the café. He saw the face of the maître d’ light up as he welcomed her. Business-like to the point of rudeness, the man, in his trendy suit – which looked deliberately two sizes too small – with his flicked-back fringe, designer stubble and pointed black lace-ups, took no prisoners when it came to the average customer. But for his mother his face softened as he kissed her on both cheeks. Everyone loved his mum.

			Dillon rose from his seat to welcome her.

			‘This is a treat,’ she said, sliding into the leather banquette opposite him.

			He smiled. ‘Got to be allowed the occasional skive.’

			Dillon was the spit of his dead father: tall, broad-shouldered and athletic, with clear blue eyes in a strong face, his dark hair rumpled from the cycling helmet that sat on the seat beside him – he biked everywhere. But he had none of his father’s drive. His current job was as an editorial assistant for a small academic publisher in Islington. The salary was rubbish, but he loved the team. And the low-pressure, although still diligent, approach to the work suited him. Dillon hated stress.

			‘How’s Gaby?’ his mother asked.

			‘Yeah, good. Crazy busy as usual. I hardly see her.’ His Brazilian fiancée was the ambitious one of the two, her small theatre company, always on the verge of extinction from lack of funds, demanding every minute God sent, with almost no financial reward and, as yet, no critical acclaim either.

			‘Doesn’t that bother you?’ Lily asked.

			‘Sometimes, I suppose. But she loves it, Mum. I either accept her as she is, or get out.’ He chuckled. ‘You know her. Can you imagine the fallout if I tried to control her?’ Gabriela was feisty, vibrant, full of energy – it was what he loved about her.

			His mum smiled. ‘Not a pretty sight, I’d imagine.’

			Dillon was never quite sure if his mother approved of his girlfriend. She was always kind and welcoming to her – and never criticized her to him – but he felt they had little in common, except himself. The clue was the odd remark, such as ‘She obviously makes you happy’, which implied reservations.

			He fell silent as the waiter brought two chef’s salads, laid a round tin of mini-baguettes on the table, a saucer of butter wrapped in waxed paper, then topped up the Badoit they were drinking. He was desperate to broach the subject of the wedding money, but there was an unusual weariness about his mother today, a distracted air, which gave him pause. ‘How’s Freddy?’ he asked.

			‘Busy,’ she said, without her usual enthusiasm.

			It had been a painful revelation, seeing his mother fall in love. As it had never occurred to him that she might find another husband, he had been unthinkingly hostile to the very idea of Freddy. Hostile to Freddy as well, in the first months of their acquaintance. Even though, when they’d first met, it had been six years since his father’s death, the sight of his mother being held and kissed, however chastely, in front of him and his sister had made his stomach turn.

			But Sara had told him scornfully that he was an ‘Oedipal cliché’, the son who is in love with his mother and jealous of his father. Or stepfather, in this case. Which had brought him up short and forced him to soften his hostility, because it was so clear that the man made his mum happy. And when he finally allowed himself to like Freddy, he found he liked him a lot. Freddy, wisely, had never tried to be a substitute father to the twins.

			‘I suppose neither of us would have been happy with a layabout,’ he commented wryly, as they began to eat.

			It wasn’t till coffee and an extensive chat about books – both of them devoted readers and always storing up recommendations for each other – that Dillon spoke about what was really on his mind. ‘Mum, I don’t want to bother you with this, because Freddy said he’s on it, but the Roof Gardens is hassling for the balance and Freddy did offer . . .’

			‘Have you spoken to him?’

			‘I tried. I’ve emailed and texted a few times, and he says not to worry, he’s got all the details.’ Dillon took a sip of his macchiato, not looking at his mother. ‘But they rang again this morning and said that if they don’t get it by the end of the week we’ll lose the booking.’

			He saw the puzzlement in his mother’s eyes.

			‘It’s only five weeks away, Mum. I’m sure they can sell the slot three times over if we don’t cough up.’

			That wasn’t the only problem. The expensive venue was one thing, but all the other costs that went with it – invitations, cake, dress, cars – were eye-watering. And Dillon was too embarrassed to keep asking for more money. He wished he’d turned down his stepfather’s offer and gone for something smaller, more low-key. It would have suited him far better, but he’d wanted the best for his fiancée and Gabriela was so excited.

			His mother was frowning. ‘I’m sure he’s just forgotten. He’s been putting in such long hours at the studio, and with these idiotic networking evenings he insists on doing, I don’t think he can remember his own name at the moment.’ She put a hand reassuringly over his. ‘I’ll talk to him tonight.’

			Dillon breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thanks, Mum. That’d be great.’ He didn’t add that his friend Josh, who was flat-sharing with Samuel, one of Freddy’s sound engineers, said Samuel hadn’t been paid last month.

			It’s probably nothing, he told himself as he said goodbye to his mother, thanking her for lunch, then twisted open the D-lock securing his bike. An admin error or something. Freddy was loaded, that much was clear, and he’d been the one pushing for the Roof Gardens. The studio was always incredibly busy, too, according to Samuel. But the uneasiness he’d felt since he’d seen his mother’s expression when he’d told her about the wedding money would not go away. Something was up: his mother was not a worrier by nature. She was more a dreamer, someone who often didn’t seem properly attached to real life, with a calm, almost fatalistic outlook – a trait he envied. But she had appeared distinctly tense today, no question.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			‘Ha! Rent-a-mob.’ A deep male voice made Lily turn. Joe Tarrant, a middle-aged music producer and one-time client of her husband, laid a hand on her bare arm and reached forward to set his heavy, sweating jowls briefly against her cheek. He smelt end-of-the-day rank, of stale aftershave and cigarettes. Brushing his thinning grey hair back from his forehead, he took a large gulp of champagne and raised his eyebrows at Lily. ‘Where’s Fred, then?’ he asked, although he didn’t seem too interested in Lily’s response, his pale shark-eyes darting back and forth across the crowd, presumably hoping to spot someone more interesting than herself.

			Lily hated going to these openings without Freddy, but he had texted her only as she got out of the cab, saying he’d been held up and wouldn’t be able to get there for another half an hour. She hadn’t fancied wandering around Leicester Square in her dangerously high heels while she waited, so she’d decided to brave the scary PR girl with the platinum crop and lime green micro-dress alone, then negotiate the gang of black-clad minders hovering at the entrance to the new restaurant with as much nonchalance as she could muster.

			‘This opening is unmissable,’ Freddy had told her. A new dim-sum restaurant – Freddy loved Chinese food – with the most extraordinary interior. ‘Everyone is talking about it,’ he said. ‘We can check out what all the fuss is about, grab a glass of free bubbly, then go and get some supper, just the two of us.’

			Lily had smiled her agreement, but she had known that would not happen. Her husband, inevitably, would bump into an acquaintance – someone who might be helpful with clients, Freddy would insist – so they’d stay, and when they did go, it would be with a whole gang in tow. The evening would be fluid, messy, drunken. Freddy wouldn’t leave her side, but they would have no chance of a private conversation. And that was all Lily wanted to do: sit down and talk things through with him, ask why he hadn’t paid the wedding money as he’d promised, finally find out what was wrong.

			The interior was as spectacular as the press had insisted, the suspended ceiling of wide bamboo mesh swooping across the cavernous space all the way down to the pale marble floor. It created a grotto effect, within which curved bamboo screens and backlit bamboo sheets on the walls provided smaller pockets of more intimate dining space. To Lily it had a modern, slightly futuristic atmosphere, with the huge round saucerlights above the bamboo mesh providing a garish yellow glow over the assembled first-nighters below. Stylish, she decided, but not cosy: the room was too high, the marble too chilly, the bamboo somehow impersonal. It reminded her of a restaurant in Hong Kong, where Freddy had taken her a couple of years ago, and she wondered if the same designer had done the job.

			There must have been around sixty people in the room, the babble of conversation and the odd shout of laughter echoing as it disappeared up into the roof. She spotted a few celebrities: a glamorous presenter, an actor in a recent television drama – for whom Sara claimed to have the hots – a tall blonde with a familiar face she couldn’t quite place.

			‘On his way,’ she said to Joe now, preferring to stand alone with her pleasantly cold champagne flute and watch the people than make small talk with a man she barely knew and was aware Freddy did not particularly like.

			‘Hear he’s having some trouble with Jerome. I did warn him.’ He suddenly grabbed the arm of a slim dark-haired girl in a long patterned dress, high wedge-heeled sandals, and an oversized leather jacket which made her look even more waifish than she already was.

			‘Hey, Suki, you trying to avoid me?’

			Suki twitched her arm free. ‘I certainly was, Joe. Seems not very successfully.’

			The hollow smile she flashed made her words, spoken in a south London accent, sound more truthful than Joe obviously chose to believe, because he laughed and said, ‘Ooh, we’re on form tonight!’

			She tossed her hair back and waved at him dismissively as she strode into the crowd.

			‘Going to find another drink,’ Joe muttered, not bothering to ask Lily if she might also like her glass topped up.

			Freddy was suddenly by her side, scooping her into his arms, lifting her off her feet as he dropped a kiss on her cheek. ‘Sorry. Got caught up.’

			He put her down and gazed around, taking in the woven ceiling, the bamboo screens. ‘Hmm, think I like it . . . different anyway.’ Then she saw him searching the crowd. ‘Talk to anyone interesting?’

			‘Only Joe Tarrant.’

			Freddy pulled a face. ‘That’s a no, then.’ He grabbed two sticks pierced through breaded balls of something from a passing tray, held one out to Lily. ‘Let’s do a quick circuit, see if there’s anyone I need to bond with, then we’ll go. Fancy Hakkasan? Keep in the spirit of the evening? I know it’s usually a bit of a zoo, but it’s Tuesday night, shouldn’t be too manic.’

			He began to push through the crowd, clutching her hand in his, stopping frequently to say hello to someone and introduce Lily if she didn’t already know them. Lily was content to be by his side. He seemed happier this evening, more relaxed, and she began to enjoy herself as the second glass of champagne hit the spot. It was always the same when she was with Freddy: nothing else seemed to matter.

			They got separated and Lily found herself talking to Suki, who turned out to be a witty, no-bullshit singer, currently freaking out about finishing her next album. She thought she would have liked to draw the girl’s face, which held a raw edginess, all monochrome angles and hollows.

			But Lily did not have a chance to study Suki’s face further, because Freddy interrupted. ‘Got to go, Lily.’

			She raised an eyebrow at his brusqueness.

			‘Now. Please, come on.’

			His arm slung round her waist, he waved an apologetic hand at Suki, and hustled Lily towards the stairs and out past the minders into Leicester Square.

			‘What on earth’s the matter?’ she asked, breathless. But he didn’t reply. His face set, he took her hand and began to sprint towards Charing Cross Road, past the slot-machine arcade and the Hippodrome’s timeless exterior.

			‘Wait, please! I can’t run in these shoes – I’ll break my neck.’

			He glanced impatiently at her feet and slowed his pace a bit, turning to cast an anxious look back towards the restaurant.

			When they reached the edge of the square, he left her on the busy pavement and ran to the middle of the road, traffic pouring past in both directions, twisting this way and that in his effort to find a cab. He finally flagged one down on the opposite pavement and yelled to Lily, holding the door open and ushering her inside.

			‘Are we going to Hakkasan?’

			‘I’d rather go home, if you don’t mind.’ Freddy clutched her hand so tightly as they sat in the dark of the taxi that she thought she’d lose the circulation in her fingers. She didn’t question him further, though, aware of the tension coming off him in waves. Once at home, he went immediately to the kitchen and opened a bottle of red wine, the sharp, metallic grinding as he unscrewed the top the only sound in the room. He poured two large glasses and handed one to Lily.

			‘What was that about?’

			‘Sorry,’ was all he said, taking a gulp of the wine and not looking at her, resting one hand on the gleaming white marble island in the middle of the room as if he needed support.

			Lily sat down on one of the pale beechwood chairs that stood around the kitchen table. The room was almost entirely white, which Lily had thought ridiculously impractical when she first saw it, but had come to love. It was a light, restful space in which they both enjoyed cooking and eating, the view across the rooftops mesmerizing from the wide wall of window.

			Freddy was acknowledged between them as the better cook – Italian his food of choice, although he was capable of turning his hand to any country’s cuisine. Unlike many men he was fanatically tidy, setting out his ingredients in neat rows, tidying away each pot or pan as he went, wiping the marble clean of any spills. Lily’s cooking, by comparison, was hit-and-miss, even after years of family meals still unconfident – but then she’d never had much interest in it beyond feeding Garret and the twins.

			Lily took a deep breath. ‘Sit down. Tell me what’s bothering you, right now. I can’t stand the tension a moment longer, Freddy.’

			The look he gave her was veiled, unseeing. She waited. He put his glass down on the marble top, resting both hands on the surface now, bowing his head. But still he remained silent.

			‘Dillon says the Roof Gardens is yelling for the final payment and you haven’t been returning his calls. Joe said you were having trouble with someone called Jerome. You look like someone’s died. You stay out all night. Then running from that party tonight as if you were being chased by Mad Max . . .’ She stopped, feeling the familiar tightness in her chest, and tried to steady her breathing. She always carried her blue inhaler wherever she went, but it had been months since she’d needed it.

			Freddy sighed, raised his face to look at her, then came slowly over to the table and dropped into another of the beech-wood chairs, pulling it sideways and stretching out his long legs, crossing his feet at the ankles. He rested his elbow on the table, his fingers still clutching the stem of his wine glass.
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