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  Prologue




  April 2003




  She awoke with a start. Her dream had been greedy, sucking her into a deep, motionless sleep, and her heart pounded heavily within her chest at the sudden fright. Above her

  head, the thin blue paisley curtain fluttered wildly like a trapped bird at the open window, the room falling into sporadic darkness as battle-fresh storm clouds surged across the sky, blocking the

  moon’s earthly gaze. She blinked and lay perfectly still, watching the curtain flap and flail and listening to the ghostly sounds outside as the gusting wind skimmed the sea’s skin and

  sprayed droplets through the air, misting the sheet so that it clung to her body like a shroud.




  The bang came again and she jumped – not because it was particularly loud, but because it was out of place. The storm had been forecast and everything was tethered. That gate had been

  locked. She had done it herself.




  In one move she was up on her knees, her face scrunched against the wind as it found her in the narrow window and whipped her long dark hair around her like Medusa’s snakes. She saw the

  dark green trellised gate bang against its metal post again before sweeping back on its hinges, ready for the next attack. Her eyes lifted to the frothing surf behind it as rearing white horses

  stampeded the inlet, throwing themselves against the basalt rocks, while the gate crashed closed again and again and again – the drummer boy to the sea’s cavalry charge. If she was

  going to get any sleep . . .




  Her bare feet touched the cold tiled floor as she pulled on the white dotted cotton nightdress it had been too muggy to wear before the storm had broken. She opened her door soundlessly and

  looked down the long hall. Shadows played in silence, interrupted only by the caprices of the clouds, and downstairs a Viennese wall clock ticked. She ran lightly, the pads of her feet making a

  tiny sticky patter only the mice could hear.




  She moved like a ghost through the kitchen, automatically reaching high for the back door keys that were stored safely on a hook. But they weren’t there. Tentatively she put her hand to

  the handle and pushed down. It was unlocked.




  She hesitated, listening for further sounds that would indicate activity or reasons to be outside in the storm, but everything around her seemingly slept on. But . . . she looked at the handle

  again; someone was up. With a deep breath, she stepped outside, immediately hunching herself into a stoop as the hot wind lunged at her in snappy gusts. Her hair flew across her face, and she had

  to release one hand from clutching her nightie to pin her hair back behind her ear as she looked across the gardens for signs of life. She was alone. The chickens were nestled together in the

  furthest corner of their coop, the tree branches empty and there was no sign of the black and white stray cat with ginger tail and eyebrows either. She hobbled over the cobbled-mosaic path, as

  above her, the olive and cypress trees bent low as if in greeting, the wild daisies in the stone walls nodding their heads in frantic unison.




  She reached the gate mid-swing, only just stopping it from slamming again. Replacing it on the catch, she reached down to re-attach the chain that she knew she had secured earlier. Padlocks

  didn’t just unlock themselves and there certainly wasn’t enough power – even in these winds – for the gate to force it. To open it required a key that was left on the same

  hook with the back door keys. Who was out here?




  She looked across the small, narrow road that divided the property from the rocky shore, searching for an untethered boat on the savage swell or an uprooted tree – anything that might

  explain why anyone would come out in this weather. But the moon was eclipsed by buffeting clouds suddenly and the garden plunged into darkness. Shadows were swallowed whole and the wind howled as

  it victory-lapped the lone villa.




  That was why she saw it, the barest flicker of a candle further down the shore path, the only light out there. Her eyes focused with pinpoint accuracy as she keened into the headwind, trying to

  see the dot of light in the distance. No one would willingly choose to step outdoors during a storm like this. Something had to be wrong.




  Letting the chain drop heavily from her hand, she opened the gate again and crossed the narrow road, darting straight into the protection of the fig-tree-lined tunnel on the other side that

  would take her down to the stepped terraces and the bar area, and then beyond that, swirling down in a vortex of cobble steps towards the beach and boat stores.




  The ground was wet beneath her feet as spray – all that was left of the waves pounding the rocks and tors and walls – fell like mist, making her hair and nightie cling defiantly to

  her skin in spite of the wind’s assaults. Her hands smacked against the jagged walls for blind guidance as she headed towards the solitary flicker that she could see now was coming from the

  tall, round folly on the small bay’s furthest promontory. With relief, she knew the dark path she was on would lead directly to steps that descended to the headland; the door was only locked

  at the bottom, where it opened onto a small concrete bathing platform a metre above the sea.




  Disorientated by the dancing, whirling darkness, she reached the first steps before she expected to, almost falling headlong down them and having to grapple with the wall for support, grazing

  the skin on her forearms. She closed her eyes as the sting smarted, her hands clasping the cuts as her heart pounded from the near miss. A shiver shot over her skin; she was shielded from the

  warmth of the Saharan-sourced wind here and the chill of her damp hair and skin began to creep.




  A sudden noise – a sob? – beneath her made her catch her breath. She strained to hear more and made out the dull sweep of skin on stone, as if something or someone was being dragged,

  and then a sharp scraping as though furniture was being moved. She waited, her breath held, one hand slapped over her mouth as an insurance policy. There came the sounds of hurried breathing, of

  panting.




  She froze, suddenly certain that whoever was down there, and whatever they were doing, it had nothing to do with the storm. Although the small windows on the stairwell were open to the elements,

  with only iron bars at them, the steps themselves ran down a central spine, blocking the floor below from sight and protecting everything in there from the weather. Whatever was happening down

  there, in the dead of night, amidst the storm, it was happening in secret.




  She looked behind her into the enveloping blackness, knowing she should turn back; knowing that whatever was going on, it had nothing to do with her; she wasn’t supposed to see this. She

  was eighteen. Her whole life was spread before her like a beautifully laid picnic.




  The breathing around the next corner grew more ragged and desperate, building . . . She turned to go. She had to get out.




  ‘Help . . . me.’ The whisper reached out to her – only her – in the darkness.




  She spun round, her eyes wide and black with fright. Had they heard her? Had she heard correctly? Above the wind, she didn’t know if she could trust her ears. But she could trust her eyes.

  Every instinct was telling her to turn and run, to leap over the steps three at a time and escape back to the safety of the storm. There was fear here. She could feel it reaching up the stairs like

  ivy and entwining her.




  She was unseen, but already a part of this. Even as her head screamed at her to run, her feet began to move, spiriting her forwards and downwards in silence as the storm raged above. Shaking

  palpably, instinctively sensing that each step she took was a step away from her own path, she turned the corner.




  Two pairs of eyes met hers. And she stepped out of the shadows.




  





  NEW YEAR’S EVE, 2013




  





  Chapter One




  The red leather-clad phone on the table buzzed waspishly jolting Clem out of her meditation on the rain. She read it with a sigh.




  

    

      ‘Where ARE you? If you’re not here in five minutes, I’m coming to get you.’


    


  




  The sender hadn’t signed off, but then, she didn’t need to. Stella and she practically maintained an open line to each other. Her hand fell back onto the silk pouch

  resting on her lap and she looked out into the slippery, gleaming night. It was just gone nine thirty and she’d made a solemn pinky-promise to get there soon after eight, but for all her

  hard-partying reputation, she loathed New Year’s Eve. It was the second worst night of the year in her book.




  ‘Wardrobe crisis,’ she texted back.




  The reply was instantaneous. ‘Bollocks! We decided on the sequin skirt and mohair jumper. Move it!’




  Clem’s eyes fell down to her copper sequinned mini skirt – which flashed her extra-long still-brown legs – and the winter-white sweater that slipped off one still-brown

  shoulder. Stella always knew when she was lying.




  ‘Shoe crisis,’ she half-heartedly tried again whilst sliding her feet into the metallic bronze python stilettoes lying abandoned beside the sofa and pushing herself to

  standing. At 5 foot 9 inches in socks, the shoes took her above 6 foot and her gaze drifted out the windows onto the reflections in the puddles on the pavements outside. It really was raining very

  hard she noticed for the first time. Stella’s flat was only a couple of streets away, but she’d be soaked if she walked there, and what were the chances of catching a cab on the

  Portobello Road on New Year’s Eve?




  The phone buzzed again. ‘Pythons. And FYFI Josh just arrived and been ambushed by bosomy blonde in red.’




  ‘What?’ Clem screeched to the empty room. With sudden focus and impressive speed, she raced into her bedroom, digging beneath the piles of dirty clothes for her bag and a coat. Her

  hands found the rabbit-fur jacket (or ‘lapin’ as Stella insisted on saying, making it sound like an exotic tea) and she held it up questioningly She’d bought it on a whim

  in the market last week and worn it home in the rain so that now the fur looked like it came from a rabbit that had died of myxomatosis. Hmm.




  It was still chucking it down, so she ran back into the sitting room and grabbed the tobacco unlined leather jacket off the hook on the back of the door. It had cost a bomb and she

  couldn’t quite remember whether she’d actually got round to waterproofing it yet, but there wasn’t time to worry about that now. Josh was at the party. He was there and she was

  not, and a woman with a bosom was making a move – Clem was damned if she was going to let that wench undo her two months and nineteen days of hard graft getting him to believe that there

  really was more to her than just a good-time girl.




  Grabbing her keys and phone, she dashed out of the door, slamming it behind her. A minute later, she was letting herself back in again and running – she was surprisingly fast in 4-inch

  heels – to the fridge. The Billecart-Salmon was nicely chilled. At least the bitter night air temperatures were going to work with her on that. Shame the rain would make her mascara run, her

  jumper pill and her hair flat.




  Ooh. Hair flat. Hat! She bolted into Tom’s room and grabbed the Akubra hat he kept on top of his wardrobe, her eyes falling on the bike in the far corner as she checked herself in the

  mirror. She stopped and stared at it, her mind racing with the sudden possibility. No. She couldn’t. It was a spectacularly bad idea, even by her standards. And Tom would kill her. Completely

  hang her up by her earrings and . . .




  ‘. . . Hair flick followed by bosom thrust.’




  Clem gave another small scream that made Shambles, their pet parrot, fall off her perch, and crossed the room in record time. To hell with Tom. This was an emergency.




  The streets were quiet, the shops and cafés long since shut and all the residents safely ensconced in raucous house parties or the pubs, out of the rain. The roads

  gleamed in their wet skins beneath the street lights and Clem allowed herself a laugh of delight as she sliced through a deep puddle, her feet off the pedals as the spray dived cleanly to her left

  and right.




  The bike – even though it was a man’s model – fitted her well, her famously long legs stretched fully on the downward rotations, and it felt responsive and light to manoeuvre,

  even riding one-handed. She’d have to see whether she could get herself one of these. It’d be a dream for getting through the market, and she could be in Hyde Park in minutes. Maybe she

  should give up running and take up cycling instead?




  Turning right onto Ladbroke Grove and third left into Oxford Gardens, she mounted the pavement, almost taking out a man striding towards her. He began swearing at her in French, but Clem

  didn’t have time to stop and even less inclination to apologize. ‘And you nearly made me drop my bottle!’ she hollered indignantly over her shoulder. ‘What you

  doing out here anyway? Got no mates?’




  She pulled up at Stella’s flat minutes later, swinging her leg off the bike as if she was dismounting a horse, and grabbed the mirror from her bag to check herself over. Her cheeks were

  flushed from the cold night air and her eyeliner had smudged a little in the damp, but she decided she rather liked that. She always preferred to look a little ‘undone’, and anyway, it

  picked out the aquamarine tints in her blue-green eyes, which usually only appeared when she cried. And she wasn’t going to be crying tonight. Oh no.




  The door was on the latch, but she had to push it with some force to get past the revellers drinking, dancing and talking in the hall. There wasn’t enough room to lean the bike against the

  wall, but she noticed the looped metal demi-chandelier wall-lights . . .




  ‘Hey!’ she shouted over the music to a guy in a gunmetal-grey shirt, allowing her signature husky voice to become even more gravelled. ‘Would you mind . . .?’ She

  indicated from the bike to the wall light. From the look on his face, just the sight of her with her jumper slowly slipping off her shoulder, would have made him lift a tractor up there had she

  asked.




  Clem flashed him a teasingly grateful smile and pushed her way past the bodies to the party’s hub in the long, tall living room. It was so crowded that there wasn’t enough room to

  swing her hair, much less a cat, but people moved aside for her anyway, their stares slow and interested at the sight of her looking soggy and dripping raindrops from the brim of her hat, while

  still somehow managing to be the most arresting woman in the room. Stella was standing near the fireplace, drunkenly pouring vodka into a row of shot glasses.




  ‘Where is he?’ Clem asked, grabbing one of the vodka shots and downing it.




  Stella, unperturbed, did the same and they each picked up a fresh glass, ready to go again. ‘Kitchen. You took your time.’ Concern posing as suspicion danced in her glass-green

  eyes.




  Clem ignored her. ‘Any idea who the dolly is?’




  ‘Nope, but she dances like she’s been tranquillized and she’s got all the subtlety of a claw hammer.’ They clinked glasses and dispatched them without missing a beat.




  ‘Hmm. How do I look?’




  Stella gave her the quick once-over – she was, after all, the designer of Clem’s outfit that evening. As the two of them always said, she was the one with the eye, Clem was the one

  with the legs.




  ‘Hatefully gorgeous, and keep the hat. Bonus points for styling,’ she replied, arranging Clem’s nut-brown hair so it curled softly like sleeping kittens around her shoulders.

  Clem let her gaze drift around the room. She knew most of the faces there. Fifteen feet away she could see Tom and Clover chatting to his rugby mates, Tom leaning against the back of the sofa, a

  beer on the go and his ever-ready grin plastered all over his handsome face, as Clover winsomely stroked the back of his neck with her hand. Clem slunk down a little. It was usually Clover she

  avoided, but she really didn’t want to deal with her big brother right now.




  Stella handed her another shot of Grey Goose. ‘You’ve got to play catch-up,’ she ordered bossily, as Clem wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and watched a silky brunette

  move in for the kill on Freddie Haywood, her ex, three times removed.




  ‘Regrets?’ Stella asked, watching as Freddie’s eyes flickered towards Clem.




  ‘Who? Freddie? Don’t be daft,’ Clem murmured, looking away.




  ‘I still don’t get why you two broke up. You made a great couple.’




  Clem threw her an annoyed look. ‘Uh, because we’d been together for three weeks past my official relationship expiry date, he texts with his middle finger and he wears the same pants

  three days running.’




  ‘So do you most of the time,’ Stella said.




  ‘Tch, do not,’ Clem replied, even though she was famous for either going commando or wearing the first pair of knickers she could find in the mess on the floor that passed for her

  laundry basket. Tom kept muttering that he’d never be able to move out until she worked out how to work the washing machine.




  ‘Well I think it’s a shame, that’s all.’ Stella shrugged, reaching down into a bowl of Pringles. ‘You seemed happy with him and he’s obviously still mad about

  you.’




  ‘Moving on,’ Clem snapped, closing the conversation down once and for all. ‘Josh is much more my thing now: mature, considerate, enlightened. He could teach me things.

  Make me a better person.’




  Stella choked on her crisp. ‘Bollocks. You’re only going after him because he’s the first man you’ve ever met who hasn’t fallen at your feet.’




  ‘Not true.’




  ‘Bang on, more like. Yes, he’s good-looking, but quite frankly I don’t trust any man who jacks in a good career in Private Equity to man the phones for The Samaritans. And as

  for giving up booze to compete in triathlons every weekend, well . . . you should be very, very wary, that’s all I’m saying.’




  ‘But I could grow with him.’




  A pulse of disbelief followed this statement and Clem was forced to give a tiny shrug in acknowledgement of the ridiculous words coming from her mouth.




  ‘Grow bored more like. You might be able to convince him that you volunteered at the cat sanctuary in your gap year, and that you only listen to chamber music on your iPod, but you and I

  both know that “danger” is your middle name. You’re pretending to be someone you’re not when you’re with him. It won’t last.’




  ‘It doesn’t have to,’ Clem replied, flashing her friend a sarcastic smile. ‘I’m not looking for a husband.’




  ‘Well then, you’re the only single twenty-nine-year-old female in London who isn’t,’ Stella said, pouring herself another drink, her eyes tracking someone over

  Clem’s bare shoulder. ‘Anyway I don’t have time to stand here chatting about your self-imposed problems. I still haven’t got myself a date for midnight, so if you’re

  so convinced Josh is your Mr Right Now, then go get him, Tiger,’ Stella said, slapping her hard on the bottom and wandering off in pursuit of a guy in skinny jeans and a trilby.




  Clem watched her go. If she had the legs and eyes combo to take out most men, her diminutive firecracker friend had the E-cup cleavage and handspan waist. Clem smiled as she watched

  Stella almost immediately hypnotize the guy into stunned submission, his mouth falling open like a guppy – she knew one of them was sorted for the night. It was time to get her groove on: the

  first buzz of vodka was mixing with her bloodstream and there was a code red in the kitchen.




  The party was ascending to a riotous peak, the floorboards vibrating to the pounding dance-floor beat, as she turned into the crowd, began to sway and let herself go. If there was one thing she

  could do – really do – it was party. No W11 party was complete without her. She moved deeper into the melee of smiling mouths and loud laughs, the glassy eyes and lecherous stares, the

  flushed cheeks and glossy hair tosses that she called ‘home’, everyone dancing and swaying around her, singing drunkenly and punching the air. Except for one.




  His stillness jarred against the throb of the crowd and she lifted her chin fractionally to get a better look at him from under her hat while flashing him a glimpse of her stunning eyes. He was

  leaning against the wall, watching her with notably glacial-blue eyes of his own. He was a predator, like her. Her gaze didn’t move from his but she peripherally registered the pale blue

  shirt worn over Swimmer’s shoulders, the offbeat grey marled jacket with black revers that was classic, yet subversive too – and clearly expensive. She noted heavy straight brows, a

  square chin, dark blond hair that would look brown when wet, planed cheekbones that would stretch the skin thin when – if – he smiled.




  And then everything went black.




  ‘Hey! Who said you could wear that? It’s an heirloom remember?’ a distinctive male voice boomed next to her.




  Clem pushed the hat back up off her eyes hurriedly. Talk about ruining the mystique! ‘Just because it was Dad’s doesn’t make it valuable, Tom,’ she said irritably looking

  past her brother to find the stranger still staring, but with less heat and more laughter in his expression now. Something about him was familiar . . .




  ‘The concept of emotional significance really is lost on you, isn’t it?’ Her brother tutted as Clover drifted over – obvs – looking clean and meadowy amidst the

  gritty urban party animals seeing out another year in Notting Hill. She gave Clem a tight smile.




  ‘Sentimental tosh more like. A hat is a hat is a hat. And it’s raining out there, you know.’




  ‘And God forbid Josh should see you looking anything other than perfect, right?’ Tom teased.




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Well, he should be doubly pleased tonight then,’ Tom said meaningfully, unable to keep the laughter out of his voice.




  Clem shifted her weight uneasily. ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘Only that your intended tucked into the punch with some gusto when he got here.’




  ‘The punch?’ Clem echoed. Stella’s Bacardi-vodka-tequila punch was the stuff of legend.




  ‘Yep. Someone might have told him it was a non-alcoholic option.’




  Clem felt a kernel of dread harden in the pit of her stomach. ‘But there’s no such thing at Stella’s place. She’s never drunk juice in her life. Not without vodka in

  it.’




  ‘Well, we know that . . .’ Tom grinned, his twinkly eyes glassy with booze. ‘Oh, talk of the devil! Josh, how’s it going, mate?’




  Clem watched in horror as Josh bowled towards her, holding onto walls, sofas and nearby shoulders for support. He stopped in front of Clem, standing on her toes and swaying with a rhythm that

  had nothing to do with the music.




  ‘Ah shit, Clem . . .’ he slurred, his eyes running up and down her like scales. ‘I’ve had enough of this. You’ve been messing with my head too bloody long,’

  he said, swooping down to kiss her, unfortunately forgetting to account for the rigid brim of her hat, so that his lips were kept, pursed, away from hers for several, agonizing moments before the

  hat suddenly bowed under the pressure and his mouth quite literally fell upon hers in a clash of teeth.




  Clem staggered back under his weight, aware of Tom and Clover’s laughter as Josh stumbled to remain joined to her. Talk about bad to worse. First her brother humiliates her in front of the

  stranger and now—




  But a sudden intake of breath, horrified and aghast, stopped her short. She pushed Josh off and looked up at Tom in panic. He had gone sheet-white and his generous smile completely vanished. He

  was holding his breath, his knuckles white around the beer bottle in his hand, so that Clem worried it would shatter from the force of his fist.




  ‘What have you done?’ he managed, his voice choked.




  Clem didn’t need to follow his line of sight to know that he was looking at the bike hanging on the wall.




  ‘It was raining,’ she whispered. She’d known he’d be cross, but the devastation in his face was more cutting than the fiercest anger. Her eyes followed the track of his

  like a cursor as they ran over the bicycle’s rosy, twinkling, caramel leather-clad frame, now soaked dark with rain, stained with beer, graffiti’d with biro and speckled grey with

  cigarette ash that was smouldering slowly through to the glossy golden skeleton beneath.




  A turgid silence ballooned between them and when he finally spoke, his voice was more of a rumble, like a bomb going off several miles away. ‘I suppose it completely passed over your head

  that that prototype cost a hundred and thirty-five grand to make.’




  Clem’s jaw dropped open.




  ‘One hundred – and thirty – five – thousand,’ Tom repeated. ‘It’s plated in rose gold and has real fucking diamonds studded in it! It was never

  designed to be used! I left it in the flat in order to protect it over the holidays because our insurers won’t cover it in the studio without . . . without a bloody security guard. And

  you’re telling me you brought it to a mosh-pit party because it was raining!’




  ‘I panicked. Josh was chatting up another girl.’




  Tom’s usually benevolent gaze drifted from her to the husk of a man leaning on her, so far gone he couldn’t even focus, much less keep up with the conversation.




  ‘And was it worth it?’ His contempt was withering, though whether it was reserved for her or Josh wasn’t clear.




  Clem shook her head. ‘I’m so sorry, Tom. I didn’t know it was that mu . . . I’ll make it up to you. I promise.’




  ‘How, exactly?’




  She shrank back from the disdain in his voice. They both knew there was no rescue remedy to this, her latest, disaster.




  ‘We’re supposed to unveil it at the Expo in Berlin next week. It’s the lead exhibit. There are companies coming from China just to see it. ‘




  ‘I’ll work without pay,’ she offered desperately.




  ‘That’ll simply mean I have to pay your rent and food for you, too.’ His hand reached out for Clover’s and she grasped it keenly, her thumb rubbing reassuringly –

  proprietorially – over the back of his hand. He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what it is with you, Clem. You’ve got it all going for you, and yet for some reason, everything

  you touch turns to shit. I’m up to here with you acting like a spoilt child and never thinking about anyone but yourself. When are you going to get your act together and just grow

  up?’




  ‘Tom, I . . .’ she faltered, but he thrust his half-drunk beer roughly into her hand and stormed off, pulling Clover behind him like a kite.




  Clem bit her lip, tears stinging her eyes as she watched him stride over to the hall, pushing people out of the way and unhooking the priceless bike from the wall sconces. Beside her, Josh fell

  over his own feet and landed face first on a Moroccan pouffe. Clem looked down at him in despair before remembering the enigmatic stranger, the Swimmer. But, like her brother and the prospect of

  ringing in a happy new year, he was long gone.




  





  Chapter Two




  The rain had fallen even harder on the way home. Not that Clem remembered this. Finishing off the bottle of Grey Goose had been so effective at staunching the hurt of

  Tom’s contempt, it was almost as if their fight hadn’t happened at all. Rather, it was the sodden leather jacket – untreated, as it turned out – bleeding tannin into the

  pale maple floor that showed just how wild the weather had become. That, or she’d had a bath in it, which frankly couldn’t be discounted as an option either. She’d done worse in

  her time.




  She groaned as the room moved around her prostrate form on the sofa, her hands automatically stroking the curly tufts of the sheepskin sofa that soothed her like a teddy bear. The silk envelope

  had fallen to the floor, its precious contents still pristine, thankfully, and she knew she had to hide it again before Tom came back. It had been reckless to—




  Tom. She swivelled one mascara-clotted eye around, looking for him. Usually he woke her nose-first, cooking up one of his famous fried-egg sandwiches, which always settled her stomach and

  enabled her to move to a vertical position. But the flat was quiet and still, yesterday’s dirty dishes were where she’d left them on the worktop and the eggs were keeping their healing

  properties a secret in the fridge.




  It was too early for him to come back from Clover’s, she reasoned. It was still dark outside. She should go back to sleep and try to slumber through the worst of this. But water. She

  needed water.




  Shambles, watching from her perch in Tom’s room, squawked loudly at the sight of Clem’s jerky, hesitant movements. ‘Sexanddrugsandrocknrollsexanddrugsandrocknroll.’




  Clem nodded feebly in acknowledgement and slowly sat up, smoothing a hand through her matted hair and seeing, with damped horror, Tom’s flattened Akubra hat, which she’d used as a

  pillow.




  ‘Oh, Shambles,’ she mumbled, trying to punch it back into shape. ‘Why didn’t you warn me?’




  ‘Where’s the remote?’ the parrot squawked.




  ‘Mmmgh.’




  Grabbing a handful of seeds from the bowl on the small round kitchen table, she opened the door to Shambles’ cage and scattered them in. She left the door open so that Shambles could come

  out to stretch her wings, and staggered over to the sink.




  The sound of keys in the door made her turn apprehensively, but the first glimpse of giant blue Ikea bags told her it was Stella following after, not Tom. She was over so often, she had honorary

  housemate status with her own set of keys.




  ‘Hey!’ Stella panted, throwing the bags ahead of her like a ball at skittles, and stopping short at the sight of Clem standing dazed and confused in just last night’s jumper

  and knickers. At least she was wearing knickers. ‘Oh dear. You look baaaad.’




  ‘I feeeeel bad,’ Clem groaned, sagging against the worktop. ‘Thank God you’re here. You can do that egg thing that makes me feel better.’




  ‘What, eggnog?’




  Clem retched. ‘God no. That always makes me throw up.’




  ‘Oh, Tom’s hangover special, you mean?’




  ‘That’s the one,’ Clem sighed, giving up the fight against gravity and collapsing onto a kitchen chair. ‘How come you’re up so bright and early anyway?’ Clem

  moaned, her head in her hands, as Stella crossed the room and got busy in the kitchen. She was wearing an outfit only an official designer could get away with – a vintage kimono coat over

  silk pyjama bottoms and a metre-long scarf – and looked dispiritingly healthy, even though she had drunk Clem and most of Tom’s rugby club under the table. Quite where she put the

  alcohol in her 5-foot-2-inch frame, no one knew.




  ‘It’s hardly early, babes. It’s almost five.’




  ‘In the afternoon?’




  Stella grinned at her, delighted. ‘It was a great party, wasn’t it?’ Stella always gauged the success of her parties by the severity of Clem’s hangovers and the number of

  bodies unconscious in her flat the morning after. ‘There were seven still sleeping it off at mine this morning. Last one only just left, although he had rather more reason to stay than the

  others.’ She winked joyously as she cracked the eggs, accounting for the flush in her cheeks and the brightness in her green eyes.




  ‘Well at least one of us got lucky.’ Clem frowned. ‘What . . . what happened with Josh?’




  ‘He passed out at ten and slept in the bath. I got Tom’s mates to move him out of the way for me. He was hogging the sofa. Gone by the time I surfaced this morning, though.

  He’s no doubt cycling up Snowdon as we speak.’ She pulled a sympathetic face. ‘Hate to say it, but I did tell you not to trust a man who doesn’t drink.’




  The eggs hissed as they splashed into the hot oil.




  ‘From now on I shall stick to married men and public school boys with recreational drug habits. At least you know where you are with them.’




  Shambles flew out of the cage and swooped above Stella in the kitchen, enjoying the hot thermal current coming off the frying pan, before settling on the windowsill. Clem watched despondently,

  distracted. Five o’clock? Tom would definitely be back by now ordinarily. This was no mere spat.




  ‘What’s wrong with me, Stell? Why do I always mess things up? I’m a one-woman disaster zone.’




  ‘No you’re not. You’re just one of life’s energy force fields. You attract everything to you and sometimes things just spin a little bit out of control, that’s

  all,’ Stella murmured, her hands moving quickly so that in a few moments more, she placed a steaming, oozing toasted sandwich in front of her beleaguered friend. ‘Now get that down you.

  I need your body.’




  Clem sighed appreciatively and tucked in. Stella always knew how to rally her. A shoot-from-the-hip Finchley girl, she’d been raised by her father after her mother died when she was four,

  and she had a bustling, maternal nature that soothed Clem and brought her down from her more outrageous antics. Their friendship had been instantaneous and intense since the day they’d met at

  St Martin’s College, where Stella was studying Fashion Design and Clem was doing the Fashion Journalism and Marketing course. Clem had been hired as a model by one of the more pretentious

  design students, Taylor Dart, who had put on a still-life fashion installation in a mechanics’ workshop. Stella had been helping Taylor with the fittings as he had all the technical

  dressmaking ability of a goat, and she and Clem had bonded for life over the armless dress he had reserved for her.




  Unlike Taylor, Stella had an unerring instinct for what women wanted to wear – and more importantly how they wanted to feel – and her graduation show had been one of the standout

  presentations that year, with editors and buyers keeping close tabs on her as she apprenticed with Topshop and then the Burberry Brit division. But Stella had quickly grown restless with giving her

  best ideas to others so they could profit from them, and when Clem mentioned in passing that her florist friend Katy had told her a stall on Portobello was coming up, the deal had been done. It

  might not be the glossy shop front she dreamed of on Westbourne Grove, but at least everything had her name on the label, and as one of the most famous markets in the world, it was a fashion

  mecca.




  Stella wandered over to the capacious bags she had bundled in with, and pulled out various bolts of fabric. She was genuinely gifted and her stall in the market was always thronging at the

  weekends. Clem had worked on the stall for her for a while, but after the third successive theft, in which half of Stella’s collection was lifted while Clem either flirted with the guys in

  the betting shop or slept behind the changing-room curtain, they had agreed it was better if she simply donated her body to fashion and left it at that.




  Clem stood up and took off her jumper, standing in the middle of her flat in just her knickers, as Stella began to wind a length of dusky pink butterfly-print silk-chiffon around her lean

  frame.




  ‘Ooh, I like that,’ Clem murmured, looking down as Stella moved nimbly round her, pleating, tucking and folding. ‘What are you going to make with it?’




  ‘Not sure yet. Let’s see,’ Stella mumbled with pins clenched between her teeth, lifting up Clem’s arms.




  Clem looked out and into the flats opposite. Old Mrs Crouch, who’d lived in Portbello all her life, so for well over seventy years, was picking some basil from her window box. Clem gave

  her a wave. The old lady was used to seeing Clem half-dressed and didn’t bat an eyelid at the goings-on over the road.




  ‘Do you think we should have some resolutions this year?’ Clem asked as Stella pinned a dart and the fabric moulded beneath her bust.




  ‘What for? Our lives are perfect the way they are.’




  ‘Mmm.’




  Stella rotated her ninety degrees so that she was looking at the wall and the series of framed black and white photos Clem had taken of her and Tom during the phase when she’d fancied

  being a photographer. She studied her brother’s floppy brown hair, which always fell over his left eye, and the slight gap between his teeth, which gave him the endearing, scampish look girls

  fells for time and again. Not that he ever noticed. He had been with Clover for five years now and was as loyal as a puppy. The only reason he hadn’t proposed to Clover yet, Clem knew, was

  because he worried about her and wanted to see her more settled first.




  ‘I’m just wondering whether I need to make some changes. Tom’s really pissed off this time. I messed up big style.’




  ‘He’ll have forgiven you already, you know he will. He hasn’t got a resentful bone in his body, that one.’




  ‘He says I have to grow up.’




  ‘But you are grown up,’ Stella pouted prettily, as though the slight was as directed at her as at Clem. ‘You live in this great flat—’




  ‘With him – which he bought off Mum and Dad. Paying him rent is like giving back my pocket money.’




  ‘You have a cracking job.’




  ‘At his company.’




  Stella pulled back from her position on the floor and looked up at her, as though she was trying to be difficult.




  ‘See what I mean? I can’t cook. You and Tom make everything or else I get a take-out.’




  ‘Or go without,’ Stella reproved, knowing that Clem’s lack of interest in food was one of the reasons for her spectacular figure.




  ‘And I can’t drive. I get buses and cabs everywhere.’




  ‘Yeah, but what d’you need to drive for in London? Parking’s a nightmare and we both know your car would be permanently clamped. Or you’d forget where you left

  it.’




  ‘But what if I want to go into the countryside?’




  Stella shot her such a pained look that for a moment Clem wondered whether she’d accidentally swallowed a pin.




  ‘Yeah OK, so not that. But you know, I might want to go to . . . Clapham, one day.’




  ‘You never go south of Hyde Park, east of Ladbroke Grove, west of Westbourne Grove or North of North Ken. This is your patch. Why go anywhere else?’




  Clem sighed. ‘I just think I should have some resolutions this year. For Tom’s sake. Be a better sister, flatmate, employee, person.’




  ‘Like what then?’




  ‘I dunno.’ Clem stared across into Mrs Crouch’s cluttered flat, where the lampshades were draped with fringed scarves and her china figurine collection adorned every surface.

  ‘I could promise to clean the flat once a week.’ Her eyes scanned the stacked up dirty dishes, the fashion and gossip magazines thrown like scatter cushions across the sofa, the leather

  jacket still weeping quietly in the middle of the floor, her clothes overflowing from her bedroom . . .




  ‘Well, get a cleaner at least,’ Stella grimaced. ‘No need to go overboard.’




  ‘Yes, you’re right,’ Clem agreed gratefully. ‘I’ll hire a cleaner. And I’ll learn to cook.’




  Stella arched one finely plucked eyebrow.




  Clem held up her index finger. ‘One thing. I’ll learn to cook one thing really well.’ An idea came to her. ‘Like lasagne. That’s Tom’s favourite, and besides,

  I’m fed up of people talking about béchamel like it’s a private club.’




  ‘All right. I’ll join you in that if you can find a hot Italian to teach you. What else?’




  ‘And I’ll learn to drive. I should have done it years ago.’




  Stella pulled a face, as if she was sucking on a lemon. ‘Well, if it’ll make you happy.’




  ‘I just want to make it up to him, that’s all. I’m fed up with being everyone’s favourite disappointment.’




  ‘Hey!’ Stella protested, flicking a length of material against her leg. ‘Enough of that. You are deeply lovable and we wouldn’t have you any other way. Tom most of all.

  He’s a total softie where you’re concerned.’




  ‘I know, but he shouldn’t have to be. I should be making him proud and helping him, not holding him back. I’m the pelican around his neck.’




  ‘Albatross,’ Stella murmured, going back to her pinning.




  ‘Yeah, yeah, that’s what I said.’




  





  Chapter Three




  Clem stood on the doorstep and rang again. The bell sounded deep into the shadows of the tall magnolia house and presently she heard the sound of her father’s slippered

  footsteps on the other side of the imposing black door.




  She readied herself with a smile as she heard the sound of the deadbolts being pushed back, and knew that meant she was the first to arrive – for once. The break with tradition

  didn’t thrill her as perhaps it should have done. Tom hadn’t come home at all yesterday and her sense of dread for when she did next see him was growing deeper with every passing

  hour.




  ‘Bunny,’ her father smiled down at her, still determined to call her by her baby name, even though she had a maxed-out credit card and a freezer stocked with vodka. At sixty-six, he

  was still an imposingly tall man of 6 foot 3 inches. She had inherited his height, wry sense of humour and languid demeanour. Everything else was her mother’s fault.




  ‘Hi Daddyo.’ She reached forward to kiss him on the cheek, her fingertips burrowing softly into the holey, patched cranberry cashmere sweater that he had worn all her life and

  possibly a significant portion of his life before that, too. ‘Happy New Year and all that jazz.’




  ‘Indeed.’ He shut the door and looked down at her fondly for a moment, resting one hand on the top of her head, like he used to when she was little. He was one of the very few people

  she remained ‘little’ to. ‘And how is the year treating my girl so far?’




  Clem nodded brightly, wondering whether Tom had rung ahead and ratted on her. ‘Well, I’ve decided to break my resolution never to have any resolutions.’




  ‘Oh?’ A flash of hope raced across his gentle features, which Tom had inherited, his florid cheeks clashing with the smooth snowy-white hair that had once been raven black.




  ‘Don’t get your hopes up! It’s nothing earth-shattering. Just the normal self-improvement ones that most people make. Thought I’d give them a go.’




  ‘You’re not going on some ridiculous diet, I hope? That’s what most of you young’uns bang on about nowadays and you’re like a wire hanger as it is.’




  ‘Thanks! And no, that isn’t one of them. I’m going to learn to drive, cook . . . that kind of thing.’ The hope that had skittered over his face a moment before was chased

  now by what she thought was mild disappointment. ‘I figure I have to keep it realistic or I’ll never do it,’ she added quickly. ‘And I’m not getting any

  younger.’




  ‘Quite so,’ he nodded, staring at her with a wistful look. ‘Well, come through. Your mother’s in the conservatory, waiting to see you.’




  Clem knew it wasn’t her that her mother was waiting to see, but she followed after him anyway, automatically smoothing her hair – which she’d conditioned especially

  – and checking her appearance in the tall gilded mirror: pale grey jeans and heeled camel ankle boots, a dusty pink silk shirt Stella had made her and a thin leather strap she’d picked

  up in the workshop and wound around her neck several times like a lariat. The Akubra hat would have been the perfect finishing touch, but it hadn’t recovered from the other night and

  she’d hidden it at the bottom of her wardrobe, hoping that what was out of Tom’s sight would be out of his mind, too.




  ‘Mother,’ she said, crossing the glass room to where her mother was sitting reading The Economist, her seated form as erect as a ballerina’s, half-moon spectacles

  perched on the end of her aquiline nose, and her grey bobbed hair already immaculately styled by her hairdresser, who gave her a blow-dry every morning on his way to the salon. ‘Happy New

  Year.’




  ‘And to you, Clementine.’ Her mother’s distinctive turquoise eyes – which had in part singled her out as one of the notable beauties of her generation and were extending

  the same compliment to Clem – skimmed over her smart appearance. ‘Are you going into the office today?’ The question was posted as though she couldn’t be quite sure. Outfit

  fail.




  ‘Yeah, worst luck.’




  But her mother wasn’t listening. She was looking beyond her to the hall. ‘Where’s Tom? Isn’t he with you?’




  ‘No. He stayed at Clover’s yesterday.’




  ‘All day?’




  Clem nodded casually, but she saw the understanding shift into her mother’s sharp eyes immediately. The siblings had always been close and Tom was a stickler for the family being together

  on high days and holidays, even if being with Clem on New Year’s Day usually involved holding her hair back.




  ‘I know, that’s what I thought. And then I thought maybe he’s proposed or something,’ Clem said quickly, trying to throw her off the scent. ‘I mean, it has been five

  years now, and I suppose New Year’s Eve is one of the traditional times to ask.’




  ‘Good God, I hope not,’ her mother grimaced, appalled. ‘What a horrid cliché. I would hope we brought you both up to have rather more imagination than that.’




  Clem smiled as her mother sidetracked into disappointment – mission accomplished – then sank into the orange velvet sofa that had faded along the back where the sun caught it in the

  late afternoon. A giant fern obscured her mother’s face from view, but she made no effort to move it, throwing her long legs over the tapestried scatter cushions and checking texts, just as

  Lulu, her parents’ caramel-coloured cockerpoo, bounded into the room like a hairbrush on springs and jumped onto her lap. She was crazily cute, even though she was so small, spoilt and fluffy

  she had no business calling herself a dog. There were cats on the street that could bark more convincingly.




  ‘Don’t put your feet on the sofa, Clementine,’ her mother admonished quietly as Clem tickled the dog’s tummy. ‘And put Lulu down. You’re encouraging her to

  jump up.’




  Reluctantly, Clem put the dog down on the floor and pocketed her phone. Where was Tom?




  ‘So, what did you and Daddy do for New Year?’ she asked, swinging her leg metronomically in the full know-ledge that it would drive her mother mad.




  There was only the slightest pause before her mother answered. ‘We did our usual safari supper – drinks and canapés at the Bennetts’, dinner at the Wilson-Hopes’,

  pudding and Bridge here.’ She dropped her voice fractionally. ‘As we have done for the past twenty-six years.’




  ‘Nice,’ Clem nodded automatically.




  ‘And you?’




  ‘Stella threw a party.’




  ‘Of course she did.’




  Clem peered through the fern at her mother, who had a smile on her lips but none in her eyes, just as her father walked through, carrying steaming plates of grilled kippers, poached eggs in

  hollandaise sauce and ribbons of smoked salmon twisted into appealing heaps. Since retiring as CEO of music publishers Haycock & Gibson twenty years earlier, he had fallen into a passionate

  secondary love affair with food, and was so often to be found chatting to the deli owners and fruit and veg market stallholders about black garlic or how to cook with lavender salt, or the merits

  of pecorino over parmigiana, that for the first year of his retirement, Clem’s mother had been quite convinced that he had not just another woman, but an entire other family on the go.




  ‘Well, we can’t wait for your brother any longer I’m afraid,’ he said, putting the plates down on the oval table, which was painted in a grey limed wash and set with

  olive-embroidered linen napkins and bone-handled cutlery. ‘I’m running a tight ship here and I calculated my cooking times according to you both needing to be in the office by ten so .

  . .’




  Just then, the doorbell rang.




  ‘Ah, his ears must have been burning. Tuck in!’ Her father waved his arms around eagerly like a conductor. ‘Don’t let it get cold. Nothing worse than congealed

  hollandaise.’ He pulled a face to indicate there really was nothing worse and marched out into the hall.




  Clem let her mother sit down first and watched out of the corner of her eye as she made a fuss of opening out her napkin and draping it elaborately across her lap. Clem displayed no such

  delicacy and had forked a piece of muffin before she’d even sat down. She had just pierced the delicate skin of her poached egg and was watching the golden yolk ooze over the plate when Tom

  followed in after their father.




  Both women’s jaws dropped at the sight of him. His usually clean-shaven face was covered with a dense undergrowth of stubble that looked like it would bloom into a full forest within

  twenty-four hours, and deep purple moons lay cradled beneath his eyes – Clem had seen more pigment in one of Lulu’s marrow bones. He hadn’t slept since the party, that much was

  clear.




  ‘Tom!’ Mrs Alderton cried, jumping to her feet and forgetting all about the napkin she’d been so precious about moments before. She cupped his face in her hands. ‘Oh,

  darling, what has she done to you?’




  Puzzlement crowded his eyes before they slid over to Clem’s. She saw understanding gather and knew he could guess what she’d told their mother – and why. She saw the

  resignation dawn on her big brother’s features.




  ‘I didn’t propose to her, Mother,’ he said, gently taking his mother’s hands off his cheeks. ‘But as and when I do, it’ll be at a rather more inspired time and

  place than that.’




  ‘Oh darling,’ Portia Alderton beamed back at him happily. So long as the proposal wasn’t clichéd, she could clearly work with the rest. ‘Well, thank heavens for

  that.’ She laughed, fluttering a delicate hand above her heart.




  ‘The hollandaise is congealing,’ Edmund Alderton muttered sadly from his seat at the opposite end of the table.




  ‘Do come and sit, darling,’ Portia urged her son. ‘We were waiting for you. Ignore your sister, she couldn’t wait, naturellement.’




  Clem sighed and silently passed her brother the kippers instead.




  ‘So what are we supposed to make of your appearance this morning then, Tom?’ Edmund asked. ‘I assume you aren’t going into the office today after all.’




  ‘Actually, I’ve just come from there.’




  ‘What? At this time of the day?’ Portia asked, appalled, realizing he must have worked through the night. ‘Thomas, you need your sleep.’




  ‘Remember Berlin’s coming up, dear,’ Edmund said soothingly to his wife. ‘Things always get hectic in the run-up to that. It’s where they have to strut their stuff.

  Isn’t that right, Tom?’




  Tom took a deep breath. ‘Actually, we’re not going this year.’




  Clem’s fork dropped to the plate with a clatter.




  ‘We’re too busy with the Perignard launch. We go into production the week after next. It’s not the time to be away from the office,’ he said, keeping his eyes on his

  plate, spearing almost half a poached egg and ramming it into his mouth ravenously. He clearly hadn’t eaten since the party either. He looked so tired that Clem thought he might fall asleep

  in his plate.




  Clem knew he was using the Perignard account as a cover to divert his parents’ concern, but cancelling Berlin altogether was . . . catastrophic. She looked back down at her plate and

  twiddled a salmon ribbon with her fork, her appetite completely gone and alarm bells sounding in her head. She was beginning to realize that things were even worse than she’d feared.




  ‘Perignard, yes, I walked past the premises last week. It’s a good-sized space,’ Edmund said chattily, completely buying the alibi.




  ‘Mmm,’ Tom agreed.




  ‘I still can’t fathom how you’re going to line the walls with leather that’s been studded with diamonds.’




  Tom swallowed. ‘No one can, that’s what’s so special about it. We’ve spent the last year developing the technology, Dad.’




  ‘Well, I can’t wait to see it,’ Portia exclaimed, delight and pride in her eyes. ‘I hope we’ll be invited to the launch party?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And the coming year? How’s that looking for the leather trade overall?’ their father asked. ‘Tough times all round, I should say.’




  ‘Well, obviously the building trade’s been hit by the downturn – it’s always one of the first industries hit; new builds alone are down forty per cent from two years ago

  – but it has begun trickling through to us now. A lot of clients are stalling on projects they’d intended to green light this year, even just the refurbs.’




  ‘So what does that mean for Alderton Hide?’ Portia asked, her fork poised mid-air, keenly aware that her son was leading up to something.




  Tom took a deep breath. ‘I may need to make some redundancies at the factory in the mid-term. As for the immediate future, I’m going to have to pass on the new premises in Blenheim

  Crescent.’




  His mother looked aghast, pressing her hand onto his arm. ‘But you spent months looking for the right space. You’re absolutely boxed in where you are now. You can’t possibly be

  expected to run the headquarters of such a prestigious brand from those cramped offices.’ The way she talked about them, Alderton Hide sounded like the next Louis Vuitton.




  ‘I don’t have a choice, Mum. We’ll just have to put up with it for a bit longer.’




  ‘But Tom— ’




  ‘Look! The economy’s a mess, the banks aren’t lending and I can’t take the risk, OK?’ he said in a fierce tone that shut the conversation down.




  There was an awkward silence and Clem realized she had stopped eating, her eyes pinned to her brother, who resolutely refused to look at her.




  ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ Mrs Alderton said, laying a hand over her son’s and squeezing it. ‘I know you always say there isn’t, but if there is ever anything we

  can do . . .’




  ‘I know, Mum. Thanks,’ Tom nodded and a small muscle flickered in his left cheek. At the sight of his childhood tic, Clem’s stomach contracted. Tom was on the verge of losing

  it, and she couldn’t bear to see him cry. She’d always been able to bear anything but the sight of her big brother crying.




  ‘Amazing eggs, Daddy,’ Clem exclaimed, desperately trying to move the conversation on to safer ground for him, but earning a roll of her mother’s eyes in the

  process.




  ‘Goose,’ her father replied delightedly. ‘Pink-footed genus from Iceland that winters here, so you can only get them at this time of year. I found a chap from Worcestershire

  who travels over every week, so I’ve struck a deal with him for a regular order. Pricey, but worth it I’d say.’




  ‘Oh yes, definitely,’ Clem said eagerly.




  Mrs Alderton took a deep breath and smiled, her eyes still on Tom. ‘Well, Daddy and I have something for you that might cheer you up.’




  Clem felt a pinch at the bottom of her lungs as her mother got up and took two wrapped packages off the side table, which Clem had spotted the moment she’d entered the room. It was why this

  breakfast was happening: the New Year Alderton tradition – at least, since Tom had turned twenty-one and Clem nineteen – where their parents ‘gifted’ them each a possession

  with significant emotional value on New Year’s Day (although this had had to be shifted to the day after once it became apparent that Clem was rarely ever home in time for breakfast on New

  Year’s Day, and even if she was her hangover precluded eating or socializing in any form). Tom insisted it was a sweet bonding exercise that created heirlooms and knitted the generations of

  their family together. Clem argued that it was a way for them to divest their estate, piecemeal, without having to pay inheritance tax. She dreaded this annual event, not least because she knew

  that coming her way, one day, would be the evil-eyed mink tippet that had belonged to her great-grandmother.




  Her mother placed this year’s package on the table in front of her. Clem accepted it with a nod and a half-smile – the best she could manage. The parcel was large and firm, but with

  give in it, and as her hands moved slowly over the tapered, boxy shape, her brain automatically trying to guess the contents, her heart gave a little defiant skip as a thought came to her. Surely

  not. There was no way her mother would give this up . . .




  Breath held, she broke the wax seal – always imprinted with the crest on her father’s signet ring, one of his foibles – and pulled apart the brown packing paper. The vivid

  orange dust bag glowed like an orb of sunlight in her hands.




  Clem gasped involuntarily as she pulled out the Hermès bag, the deep jet colour enriched with age, the brass-tipped straps fastened and secured in defiance of the accepted norm to leave

  them hanging.




  ‘Your Birkin?’ Clem croaked, her hands running softly over the crocodile leather. She had coveted the bag since childhood – ever since she had used it as a bed for her Sindy

  doll and long before she had known about its value or the years-long waiting lists to buy one. Listening to the love story that accompanied it had been one of her favourite childhood rituals

  – she would sit on her mother’s lap, her small hands playing with the clasps as Portia told her how her father had met one of the master craftsmen at Hermès whilst they were

  honeymooning and bought the bag from him. But it wasn’t just any old Birkin. Aside from the ultra-rare leather and colour combinations, it was a Shooting Star Birkin, identifiable by the

  shooting star motif embossed below the logo; only the top artisan in each year is allowed to make one, and only one per year is made, driving up the rarity value and rendering them

  collectors’ pieces. Naturally, most of the craftsmen give them to their wives. But being a widower of long-standing, this craftsman had made it purely as a personal challenge in the pursuit

  of perfection, and when Edmund Alderton had crossed his path, he had bartered it for an untitled symphony – which happened to be gloved in Edmund’s briefcase at the time – to be

  named after his wife instead. It was little wonder that Tom and Clem had inherited a love of all things leather.




  Clem would have her mother repeat the story to her at bedtime each night, as they stroked and smelled the leather, and Clem had honed her fine motor skills fastening the clasps. The bag had

  become not just an emblem of her parents’ love but also hers and her mother’s. But things had changed since then. ‘I . . . I don’t know what to say.’




  Her mother shifted position, a slightly frozen expression on her face. ‘Yes, well, before you get carried away, it was your father’s idea.’ Her hand fluttered tenderly over the

  bag, not quite daring to make contact with it, as though it was a sleeping baby. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that your father bought this for me on our honeymoon.

  It’s not just any bag.’




  Clem nodded in silence, wounded that her mother had clearly forgotten how beloved their ritual had once been. Anger began to surge through her, the precious bag tainted now that it was being

  given here, like this. It was her mother’s insidious way of trying to make amends for what she had done, papering over the devastation she had caused, throwing money at the problem.




  Clem swallowed the feelings down, as she always did, and rose to kiss her mother, her lips meeting one velvet-smooth, perfumed cheek before settling back in her chair, her polite movements

  belying the fact that her heart was drilling like a jackhammer in her chest.




  It was Tom’s turn now, so all eyes were off her for the moment, and she took several deep breaths as their father handed over a small parcel the size of a matchbox. Tom opened it, his eyes

  lighting up with their familiar sparkle at the sight of the car keys lying there.




  ‘Your MGB GT? But Dad you can’t! You love that thing!’ The flash of old Tom – lively and happy – made Clem relax a little. It freaked her out to see her big brother

  so subdued and diminished.




  Edmund Alderton smiled sadly. ‘Pah. It’s too much of a beggar for me to park now without power steering. Besides, it’s a young man’s car. No one wants to see an old

  duffer like me haring around in one of those things.’




  ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Tom said, handling the keys. ‘It just seems too much. That car’s your most treasured possession.’




  ‘No, you two are our most treasured possessions,’ Edmund Alderton corrected. ‘Family’s all that matters in the end. Your mother and I don’t need anything but you

  two, and for you both to be happy.’




  Clem felt her pulse skyrocket again at his words – his eyes were on her – and she looked out into the bald, damp grey garden, blinking hard. It was no good, though. Tom could buy

  into this, but she never would. Talk was cheap, these gifts a joke. She pushed her chair back roughly so that it grated harshly across the floor. ‘I’ve got to go,’ she

  managed.




  ‘Clemen—’ her mother started, annoyed.




  ‘A meeting I forgot about—’ Clem pointlessly dabbed at her mouth with her napkin, trying to make her excuse look genuine.




  ‘What meeting?’ Tom interjected suspiciously; it was the first time he’d looked at her all morning.




  ‘Thanks for breakfast,’ Clem continued, placing her napkin with forced care across her plate. ‘No, stay sitting, Dad. I can see myself out. I’ll call you soon, OK?

  Laters.’




  Astonished silence followed her all the way down the hall, but she was no stranger to that in this house. She slammed the door behind her and stumbled down the steps, her hand gripping the

  wrought-iron handrail so tightly her knuckles glowed white. Her breath was coming fast and heavy as she marched blindly down the street towards the market, which was already filling up. It was all

  a lie, all of it, and she was the only one who would face it. She pushed herself amongst the bodies, letting herself be jostled and carried along by the current, gradually feeling herself relax as

  she was swept into anonymity down the road, getting lost in a crowd where even Tom couldn’t find her.




  





  Chapter Four




  ‘Happy New Year, Clem!’ trilled Pixie, the diminutive pink-haired receptionist Clem had suggested Tom fire on more than one occasion, not just because of her name

  but also on account of her relentlessly chirrupy demeanour, which only ever escalated Clem’s hangovers.




  ‘Oh, has it brightened up now then?’ she asked chirpily clocking Clem’s Tom Ford blackout glasses and leaning across her desk to peer out at the sky, which was hanging as low

  as an overloaded washing line, bruised clouds buffeting the London rooftops like dirty sheets. ‘Oh.’




  Clem sloped mutely past, wearing yesterday’s clothes and bumping straight into the corner of a desk. She swore under her breath, and not just from the pain – Tom was already in.




  ‘Morning,’ she muttered, straightening up abruptly at the sight of the Birkin bag sitting in the middle of her desk.




  ‘You forgot that yesterday,’ Tom said in a quietly accusing voice, his eyes fixed on his computer screen.




  ‘I . . . was in a hurry,’ she murmured, scarcely able to tolerate the sound of her own voice, much less his. Her hangover was epic, even by her standards. She collapsed into a slump

  in her chair, her fingers massaging her temples, her eyes anywhere but on the bag.




  Tom glanced over at her as he picked up his coffee. ‘Mum’s gutted; she was almost in tears after you left. She thinks you don’t want it.’




  Clem managed a shrug. ‘It’s just . . . fake.’ Her voice trailed off to a whisper.




  Tom spluttered on his flat white. ‘Fake? Are you bloody mad? Do you know what Dad—’




  ‘No, I don’t mean the bag. I mean that whole . . . rigmarole.’




  ‘It’s a tradition, Clem, nothing more! Why do you always have to make such a thing about it?’ Tom was almost shouting, a tremble of barely controlled rage in his voice.




  Clem squeezed her eyes shut, grateful for the shield of her sunglasses, and nodded in silence. There was no point in arguing with him. She waited for the shouting to continue, but everything

  fell into a taut silence, and after a couple of moments, she opened her eyes and looked across at him. He was sitting behind his desk, staring at her, a devastated, lost expression on his usually

  happy-go-lucky face.




  ‘What is it, Clem? What’s the story?’ he asked quietly, aware that Pixie had gone into overdrive licking envelopes by the door, trying her best not to look like she

  was listening. She wasn’t very good at it, just like she wasn’t very good at pretending she wasn’t in love with her happy-go-lucky boss.




  Even if Clem had had an answer to give him, she couldn’t have replied. Simon, their production bod – a Scottish red-haired numbers genius with a penchant for sideburns and practical

  jokes, particularly at Pixie’s expense – sauntered in, a coffee in his hand.




  ‘Oh, is this a domestic?’ he asked delightedly at the sight of them. ‘Because I can make myself scarce.’ Clem and Tom both knew his definition of ‘scarce’

  meant hiding behind the photocopier.




  Tom sighed. ‘No, it’s fine.’ He sat up straighter, cricked his neck and looked back at his computer. Clem could see the tension hard-wired through his shoulders and wondered

  how long he’d been here for. Had he pulled another all-nighter? He looked even worse than he had at breakfast yesterday, and from the looks of things, she wasn’t the only one in stale

  clothes.




  Simon threw his bag across the back of his chair and sat down, his eyes lingering on Clem across the way. He spotted the Birkin. It was quite hard not to. ‘Is that . . .?’




  ‘No,’ Clem replied quickly, shooting a warning look at Tom. ‘Fake.’ Hermès in this office was like the Holy Grail.




  ‘Shame.’ A sly grin crossed his pale face. ‘So what happened to you yesterday?’




  ‘Me?’ Clem echoed innocently. ‘I had the day off.’ Dammit. She remembered too late that she’d told Tom she had a meeting. She could tell by the way he stopped typing

  that he’d heard.




  ‘Make the most of it, did you?’ Simon chuckled, taking in her enormous sunglasses.




  ‘You know me. Seeing in the new year is a three-day event,’ she quipped.




  ‘What did you get up to last night?’ Tom asked casually from across the way. ‘Stella popped by for a drink.’




  ‘Oh, did she?’ Clem asked innocently. That was that alibi blown.




  ‘Yeah,’ Tom said levelly. ‘So where were you?’




  She tapped her shades. ‘The pub, obvs.’ She flashed him a fake grin.




  ‘With?’ Tom wouldn’t be deterred.




  Clem looked at her computer screen officiously, even though it was still turned off, aware that everything had gone quiet. She could sense Simon’s eyes swivelling left to right and left

  again as he listened to the verbal volleys between brother and sister.




  ‘Josh.’ Even from across the room she felt the tension stiffen like a flexed board. ‘And before you say anything, he’s a lot better now. He’s officially back on the

  wagon.’




  ‘If you say so.’ Tom spat the words out as if they were nails.




  ‘I do . . . and it’s not like I need your permission anyway,’ she muttered.




  ‘Children, children,’ Simon interrupted, as amused as ever by their squabbling. ‘As much as I do love a good bitch fight, if I’m to officiate you’re going to have

  to clue me in. I thought Josh was the do-gooding teetotaller?’




  ‘He is,’ Tom sneered.




  ‘Then why the long face?’




  ‘Said the bartender to the horse, boom, boom,’ Clem finished in a low voice.




  ‘It’s a long story,’ Tom said, opening a drawer and pretending to look for something.




  ‘Must be,’ Simon shrugged. ‘I mean, I’d come to accept that Clem was incapable of finding a functional, committed, virile man like myself irresistible. You weren’t

  supposed to like her boyfriends; that was the point. But now she’s dating Mr Perfect and you hate him? What’s with you people?’




  Clem and Tom each cracked reluctant smiles at the twisted logic, just as Tom’s phone rang. Simon wagged his finger at Clem, as if to say ‘behave’, but Clem just stuck her

  tongue out at him.




  The doorbell buzzed – the first of the deliveries for the new year – and Pixie jumped up as if she was on springs. Clem rolled her eyes at the sheer bounce in her body.




  ‘I’ll help you,’ Simon said, getting up and holding the door open for her. Clem watched him, bored.




  Tom had taken his call into the conference room – in reality, a tiny box room with a skylight and a plug socket for a laptop – and Clem sat in the office, alone and silent until her

  eyes found an anomalous shape resting on the wall behind Tom’s desk. It was shrouded with a white sheet, but she knew what it was.




  Getting up, she pulled off the cover and gasped to see – in the harsh light of day – exactly how wounded and diminished the bike was. Contrary to her daydreams of owning a bike like

  this, she saw clearly now that this was not a bike that could ever have been chained to a lamppost outside the pub; this bike was for people who wanted to cruise round their vast country estates

  when the Bentley was too big and the Ducati too fast. And she had trashed it at a party.




  One hundred and thirty five thousand pounds? Once maybe, but not like this and not in this condition. They’d struggle to sell it at a car boot sale now, and Clem felt a wave of nausea grip

  her as she took in the full scale of the damage. The caramel and baby pink woven leather handle grips had come loose and untucked in several places where cigarette burns had caused the leather to

  fray and pull apart; the diamond-studded leather casings on the top and upright tubes looked like they had been tie-dyed with red wine; and the rare, peachy hide they’d used for the saddles

  – the foreskin of a blue whale was it? Or was that just the punchline of a joke she’d heard in the pub? – had been defaced with an obscene cartoon in red biro. Only the gold bell

  inset with a pink diamond and surrounded by hundreds of yellow pave diamonds shaped into petals had escaped unscathed – probably because the revellers had assumed it was fake. She opened up

  the leather panier, which had been whip-stitched by elves (or by hand, same difference) and opened out, tailgate-style, to reveal a Fortnum’s-stocked picnic – only someone had popped

  the bottle of Tattinger and the tin of foie gras was missing altogether, a crushed packet of Marlboro Lights having been popped in its place.




  Covering the bike again, she turned away, depressed, and her headache getting worse – the two ailments possibly weren’t unrelated – and stepped towards the window to stare down

  into the street below. The Christmas lights were still strung up between the lampposts, criss-crossing the street, but they looked sad rather than festive now and Clem hoped the council would take

  them down quickly, along with the Christmas trees lying upended outside every house or flat, littering the pavements and making it difficult for residents with hangovers to get to work. She just

  wanted Christmas and New Year to hurry up and be forgotten for another eleven months, so that life could go back to just drifting along again, without this overbearing need to mark time.




  Below her she saw the flashing hazard lights of the white delivery truck as Simon signed for the shipment, saying something that made Pixie laugh, and Clem grudgingly admired her shoes –

  shiny raspberry-pink ballet flats with the bow fashioned to look like Minnie Mouse ears.




  She watched as elderly residents came out early to do their shopping with tartan trolleys, dogs being walked on short leads by owners holding small black bags; office workers standing by

  doorways smoking, a cup of coffee in hand. It wasn’t the glitzy, razzmatazz image people conjured when they thought of Notting Hill and the famous Portobello Road market. It was greyer,

  damper, messier than that, and still in the kind of morose hibernation that comes from three days of solid rain. It only really looked the way the tourists imagined in the summer, when the

  pastel-painted houses baked like cookies in the sun and the faded shop awnings were rolled out to throw shadows on the ground, when the pub gardens overflowed with revellers and geraniums, when men

  – old and young alike – wore panamas and shorts, and girls cycled the streets on rattling boneshakers wearing vintage petticoats.




  She watched as an elderly Jamaican man bought a hand of green bananas from Bob Ashley, the grocer – her father’s most trusted fig supplier; a troop of teenage girls, not back at

  school for another week and all identically dressed in a junior version of her own outfit – bleached skinny jeans, swing jumpers and studded ankle boots – slunk past on their way to

  Trudie’s café, where the coffee still only cost a pound and you got a bourbon biscuit for free. She smiled as she saw Katy her florist friend, put together a beautiful spray of

  ranunculus roses and pussy willow, tying a blowsy hemp bow expertly around the stems as she chatted and laughed with relaxed familiarity to the customer, a well-dressed lady with white hair and a

  tweed coat and gloves. An orange-clad street sweeper was making slow progress down the road, pushing his cart in front of him and clearing chip wrappers and blue-striped polythene bags with his

  long-handled grabber, meaning he never had to so much as bend his knees – which was just as well since he was sixty-four and had been sweeping Portobello for forty-seven years. His name was

  Bert, and Clem had known him her entire life.




  She pressed her hand to the glass as the old, familiar ache seeped through her. This was her home, her manor. She belonged here; she was a true local, born and bred in the tall, gracious villa

  her parents still lived in, two streets away on Elgin Crescent; she and Tom had been educated at La Scuola Italiana a Londra in Holland Park Avenue half a mile away – her parents were big

  believers in raising children to be bilingual, although Clem was becoming more and more convinced that her father just wanted them as interpreters on his long and involved annual gastronomy tours

  through Italy. In fact, the two years she’d managed at St Martin’s in Covent Garden – it was supposed to have been three – were the longest she’d ever been away.




  Even now she was all grown up – supposedly – she lived and worked in buildings only 500 yards from each other. If Clem pressed her face to the window and looked to the right, she

  could see her flat above the hardware store, opposite the Punky Fish clothes shop. She loved it here, she belonged here. And yet . . .




  She wandered back to her desk, her eyes coming to rest upon the bag still sitting there, like a silent accusation. She stared at it for several long moments, knowing it was a bribe not a gift,

  before hurriedly lobbing it out of sight under her desk as the others came back into the room.




  Simon and Pixie were still laughing. Tom . . . Tom looked like death. He seemed to have greyed just in the time he’d been on the phone.




  ‘Tom, what is it? What’s happened?’ Clem asked urgently, unable to keep the alarm out of her voice.




  Simon and Pixie fell silent, and Tom looked up at them all with bloodshot eyes.




  ‘Tom?’ Clem’s voice wavered to see her brother look so broken, and she pushed her glasses onto the top of her head to get a better look at him.




  Silence cloaked them all, and only the intermittent ping of incoming emails and a truck reversing in the road provided any soundtrack.




  ‘That was Perignard.’ His voice had flatlined. ‘They’re pulling the project.’




  Clem’s hands flew to her mouth and Simon had to steady himself by grabbing the nearest desk.




  ‘But we’re going into production in twelve days,’ Simon said, almost laughing at the preposterousness of Tom’s words.




  ‘Not any more we’re not,’ Tom said, shaking his head.




  ‘But we’ve been working exclusively on this for the past year,’ Simon argued, his Celtic colour beginning to rise. ‘We’ve ploughed everything into getting the new

  machines manufactured. We’ve got a contract.’




  ‘They would argue that we’re in breach of that contract.’




  ‘How?’ Simon asked, growing redder in the face. ‘Everything’s ordered and being shipped as we speak. We’re bang on schedule and cost. I don’t

  understand.’




  Tom drew his lips into a thin line, his eyes unable to meet Clem’s, and she saw the tic quiver in his cheek. It was because of her, she realized. What she’d done.




  ‘Could someone please tell me what’s going on?’ Simon demanded into the vacuum.




  Without saying a word, Clem crossed the room and pulled the sheet off the bike. Simon almost howled as he caught sight of it. ‘It’s my fault,’ she said quietly, meeting all

  their eyes.




  ‘What did you do?’ Pixie whispered, walking over practically in a trance.




  ‘I fucked up.’ As usual, she didn’t need to add.




  An appalled silence followed.




  ‘You all know that this was the showpiece for the new Dover Street store,’ Tom said quietly.




  ‘It’s the window display; Perignard’s had state-of-the-art glass fitted especially so that anything short of a tank couldn’t get past,’ Pixie said proudly her

  eavesdropping having paid off. ‘With all the passing traffic, it’s an invaluable branding opportunity for us.’




  ‘Was,’ Tom corrected quietly.




  ‘No, no, hang on!’ Simon interjected agitatedly, his quick mind racing. ‘This doesn’t just affect Perignard. What about Berlin? We were going to unveil it to the trade in

  Berlin next week! It’s supposed to showcase the new technologies we’ve invested in. How can we do that now when the bike’s . . .?’ Words failed him as he looked at it,

  visibly paling as he took in the scale of destruction.




  ‘It’s clearly unusable in this condition,’ Tom said quietly. ‘Or, to quote Perignard, “not fit for purpose”. And they’re right.’
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