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  Prologue




  21 January 1951




  The candle flickered as the wind twisted in through a knothole, but nothing else stirred – not the straw on the floor, not her black hair, worn loose about her face

  – and her eyes remained on the door and the thin rectangle of brightness framing it.




  She had been here too long already. Nobody was venturing out and the heavy snow alone was her friend today, infilling her tracks and keeping her journey here a secret.




  She felt like a slowly melting wax figure as thawed snow dripped around her in a circle on the floor, staining the wood black. She rocked gently on the stool to keep the blood flowing, knowing

  she couldn’t stay much longer.




  Cupped in her hands like a silver heart was the small tin cowbell, ready to ring in reply. It was warm from her touch, and her palms squeezed it gently, the red leather strap looped round her

  pale wrist.




  A sound outside came to her ear and she fell still, her body taut as she stared harder at the frame of light ringing the door. It wasn’t bright now. It was falling dim, and the distant

  whip-crack she’d heard was replaced by the low rumble of the mountains shifting as they cast off overloaded snow like an unwanted fur coat. She had grown up with this sound, like a

  grandfather’s snores in the background as she played with her toys. But this was different. The floor was trembling beneath her feet, and when she looked back up, the door’s light frame

  had been switched off, as though the sun had fallen from the sky.




  Only two seconds had passed, but there wasn’t time to scream, or even to gasp. In the next instant, the snow hit.




  







  Chapter One




  Allegra watched as Isobel ran ahead, shaking her head with embarrassment at the sight of her sister – head tossed back, long fair hair trailing as she twirled on the

  spot, arms outstretched as she tried to catch the crumpled bitter-brown leaves falling from the trees, laughing as some pirouetted away from her in dramatic spins, clapping wildly as others lilted

  softly to the mulch-blanketed ground. Allegra was sure it was only the fact that Isobel was pushing a pram that stopped people from calling the authorities.




  Isobel was a good hundred yards ahead by now and Allegra saw her chance. Quickly, she darted behind the nearest horse chestnut tree and pulled out her BlackBerry. It had been beeping almost

  constantly in her coat pocket as they’d been walking along – ‘enjoying the peace and fresh air’, as Isobel had fiercely insisted – and she felt her heart rate slow as

  she scrolled through her messages, reading all the actions that urgently required her input.




  ‘What the hell are you doing?’




  Allegra looked up. Isobel was standing beside her, hands planted staunchly on her hips with self-righteous indignation. ‘Give me that.’ She threw out her hand, palm upturned, like it

  was Allegra who was her disobedient child and not the infant in the pram with a face smeared with carrot purée and a penchant for poking dogs in the eye.




  ‘I was just—’




  ‘Now.’




  Allegra handed it over. She may be the elder sister by birth, but it was Isobel who was the proper grown-up: married with a kid and living in a terraced house in the inner-city suburbs, hosting

  dinner parties and driving an estate car.




  ‘Thank you,’ Isobel smiled, immediately placated. ‘And in return . . .’ She pocketed the BlackBerry with one hand, while with the other handing over a large

  treacle-coloured conker leaf, almost as wide as her palm.




  ‘Oh no, really I couldn’t,’ Allegra responded ironically. ‘It’s such a beautiful leaf. It must be your most precious one by far.’




  ‘It’s not a leaf.’




  Allegra arched an eyebrow and twirled the leaf in her fingers by the stem.




  ‘It’s a day of luck and you jolly well know it. I caught it for you.’ She panted slightly as though to prove the point.




  A disbelieving pause. ‘You still do that?’




  ‘Of course!’ Isobel furrowed her brow, which had become more lined of late as the broken nights began to tell.




  ‘And to think I thought you were just trying to make Ferdy laugh,’ Allegra quipped, twitching as she heard her BlackBerry buzz again in her sister’s deep duffel-coat

  pocket.




  Allegra shivered in her own coat – a short tailored olive wool Burberry number with a high collar and beautiful pleats from the waist. It looked great over skinny jeans but couldn’t

  combat these temperatures. There were reports snow was forecast for the end of the week.




  ‘Come on, let’s get a latte,’ Isobel said, maturely ignoring the dig and taking in her sister’s pinched cheeks. It was clear she wasn’t going to be breaking into a

  run and catching leaves in those boots. ‘That’ll warm you up.’




  ‘Is there time? Anyone would think you didn’t want to go over to Mum’s.’




  ‘Of course I do,’ Isobel shrugged. ‘But we’ve got all day, and I know what you’re like with cold toes.’




  Allegra smiled. ‘Fine. But it had better be a quick one.’ Caffeine was far preferable to her than fresh air anyway, and there was always the chance Isobel would have to disappear on

  one of her lengthy nappy-changing trips with Ferdy, leaving her alone with her beloved BlackBerry.




  ‘So tell me about this new house, then,’ Isobel said, looping one arm through her sister’s and expertly steering the aerodynamic buggy with one hand as they strolled through

  the majestic avenue of trees with all the other families, loved-up couples and dog walkers for whom this ritual was Saturday morning. To their left beyond the railings, the Thames eddied

  past, high-tided and in a rush, a few bulky industrial barges tethered against tyre fenders as black cabs chuntered past on the Embankment opposite.




  ‘Well, you’ve seen as much of it as I have. I’ve not stepped foot inside yet.’




  Isobel tutted. ‘I can’t believe you bought a house without even visiting it.’




  ‘Not a big deal. My property consultant had it surveyed and I downloaded the PDF. It ticked all my boxes.’




  ‘And only you could have a property consultant,’ Isobel groaned.




  ‘Fine, property hunter, whatever you want to call him.’




  ‘Him? Was he good-looking?’




  Allegra rolled her eyes. ‘Oh my God. Now you’re trying to fix me up with a man you haven’t even met?’




  ‘Needs must. God only knows how you haven’t bagged someone at work. The place is crawling with men.’




  ‘Yes, there’s just a slight problem: I work with them. Most of them report to me, and those who don’t, I report to them.’




  Isobel shrugged as though she didn’t see what the problem was. She probably didn’t. Sex and office politics weren’t life-and-death issues in her world.




  ‘Yeah, but was he?’ Isobel grinned, nothing if not persistent.




  Allegra smiled. ‘He was fine.’




  ‘Fine? Wow! He really must have been a corker,’ Isobel laughed, drawing an admiring glance from a guy roller-blading past, orange Beats headphones on. ‘You should invite him

  round for an intimate supper in your new mansion by way of thanks.’




  ‘The house is just an investment. I’m going to gut it, get an architect in to redesign everything except the facade, which is listed, then sell it on.’




  ‘Where is it?’




  ‘Islington.’




  ‘Legs! Why did you have to buy all the way over there? You easily could have bought in Wandsworth. You’d get a bigger garden then, at least. And we’d be

  closer.’




  ‘I just told you, I’m not going to live there. It’s an investment. I’ll still be in my flat.’




  ‘Yeah, and your flat’s a nightmare for parking. No one has cars where you live.’




  ‘That’s because they don’t need them. We can walk everywhere.’




  Isobel stifled a laugh.




  ‘What?’




  ‘You? Walk? Listen, you get driven everywhere – be honest. You’re too busy and important to walk.’




  Allegra flashed her sister a scornful look, but she couldn’t argue the logic – she was incredibly busy.




  ‘Well, I still think that if you’ve bought it, you should live in it. It doesn’t seem right just leaving it empty and having developers come in.’




  ‘Not every house has to be a home, Iz.’




  ‘Not any house is a home for you, more like. Unless you count the office. Which you probably do.’




  Allegra ignored the dig. ‘There is no point in me living in 8,638 square feet.’




  ‘Approximately.’




  ‘Yes.’ Allegra smiled, her eyes falling to the shadowy silhouette of Canary Wharf in the distance, her own tower block the highest on the horizon. She squinted, quite sure the lights

  she could see on over there were on her floor. Reproof from afar.




  It was a beautiful day, Allegra was vaguely aware of that, the air carrying the icy strains of a far-travelled Arctic wind that would bring a fierce red sunset later. She made a mental note to

  try to remember to catch it from the window.




  They stopped at a cafe where buggies were tightly bunched in a cluster by the door, dark, skinny pigeons walking, heads bobbing, over the forest-green metal tables that had been sitting empty

  for weeks now as everyone clamoured for hot chocolates inside, beside the electric heaters.




  ‘I’ll get the drinks,’ Allegra said quickly, as she watched Isobel scoop Ferdy out of his harness and move to hand him over. ‘Latte, right?’ No way was she holding

  a baby with reflux in this coat.




  ‘OK, but get me a cookie or a brownie or something – anything with chocolate in it. I need the sugar,’ Isobel added, hoisting Ferdy onto her hip as she rooted around in the

  tray of the buggy. ‘And can you ask for a jug of boiling water too? I need to heat this,’ she sighed, holding up a bottle of milk. ‘Don’t let them give you any shit about

  health and safety either. I’ll sign a disclaimer saying I know that boiling water is hot, whatever. Just tell them they do not want to hear this boy with cold milk. And nor do their other

  customers.’




  ‘Right,’ Allegra nodded, retreating to the safety of the queue.




  Four minutes later, she made her way over to the table with a steaming jug of boiled water, a deep wedge of ‘death by chocolate’ cake, a latte and a double espresso. Isobel

  wasn’t the only one who’d had four hours’ sleep last night.




  Her features brightened at the sight of the BlackBerry sitting, flashing like a beacon, on the table. Pointedly, Isobel turned it over. ‘Don’t touch it. We are going to talk, for

  once. I only put it there because I felt like bloody Inspector Gadget with it in my pocket,’ Isobel tutted. ‘It’s permanently buzzing and bleeping. There are sex toys that

  don’t work as hard as that thing.’




  Allegra burst out laughing in surprise. ‘Well, I wouldn’t know.’




  Isobel eyed her reprovingly, dunking the milk bottle in the jug of water. ‘No, you wouldn’t. When was the last time you got laid?’




  ‘Excuse me?’ Allegra spluttered again, mortified as she caught a couple on a nearby table looking over.




  ‘You haven’t had a relationship for ages. You’re thirty-one, Allegra,’ Isobel said soberly, as though this was news to Allegra.




  ‘Oh, don’t start on that again,’ Allegra replied, losing the smile. ‘I’ve got so much on at work I barely have time to wash.’




  ‘Work doesn’t keep you warm at night.’




  ‘Actually, it does,’ Allegra shrugged, thinking of the plush room at the Four Seasons that she ended up sleeping in at least two nights a week as she worked till almost dawn and

  obligated the firm into providing according to EU regulations.




  ‘What happened to that Philip chap? He seemed lovely.’




  Allegra tutted, drumming her short-manicured fingers lightly on the table. ‘Oversensitive. I don’t have time to babysit.’ Her eyes fell to Ferdy, propped up in a wooden high

  chair with three plastic balls attached, which were, for now, holding his attention.




  ‘“Over—”’ Isobel leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘Oh God, what did you do? Just tell me.’




  ‘I didn’t do anything.’




  Isobel didn’t reply, just narrowed her eyes.




  ‘I was closing a deal. He kept pushing to see me, going on and on: “Just drinks. Just want to see you and hear your news.”’ Allegra sniffed lightly. ‘So I sent

  Kirsty to go on my behalf. That was all.’




  A pulse.




  ‘Kirsty? Kirsty your PA Kirsty?’




  Allegra nodded. ‘He wanted to know my news. Kirsty told him my news.’ She shrugged.




  Isobel’s jaw dropped open. ‘You actually sent your PA on your date with your boyfriend.’




  ‘Ex, now.’




  ‘And we wonder why. Unbelievable.’ Sarcasm oozed from Isobel’s voice as she took the bottle of milk out of the hot water and sprinkled a few drops on her inner wrist, testing

  the temperature. ‘Was it worth it?’ Her tone suggested nothing could be worth a broken relationship.




  ‘Absolutely. That deal tipped us from the two to the twenty. Twenty-seven million pounds in fees.’ Allegra sipped nonchalantly on her coffee, unaware that her sister had no idea of

  the 2:20 fee structure on which her business was based. ‘Thanks to that alone, I’m up for promotion in the next round. It’ll put me on the board. You know I’m the only

  female president in the company, right?’




  Isobel just shook her head, nonplussed, or at least uninformed. ‘No wonder Mum worries so much about you.’




  Allegra shot her a look and Isobel immediately looked down, ashamed. They both knew their mother’s worries about her were now, only ever, part-time. ‘Sorry, that was a shitty thing

  to say,’ Isobel mumbled, reaching for Ferdy and pulling him out of the chair and onto her lap.




  Allegra sat back in her seat, trying to give them both a bit more space as Ferdy began to feed. She sipped her coffee, feeling out of place in this cafe where people snacked and chatted easily,

  as though they had nowhere more important to be or nothing more important to do. She stared at the BlackBerry flashing like a satellite receiver on the table and visualized the messages and

  urgencies it contained beginning to pile up like planes in a stacking system in the sky. Her blood pressure was rising.




  As if on cue, the BlackBerry rang. The sisters’ eyes met – panic in one set, satisfaction in the other – as Allegra got to it first. Isobel had her hands full and

  couldn’t reach it without dropping Ferdy. Isobel tutted and looked away.




  ‘Fisher,’ Allegra murmured, watching her sister as she began cooing down to Ferdy and wondering how they could be so different. To a stranger’s eye, they were clearly related:

  both were willowy and tall, at five feet ten, with lean, athletic bodies, but while Allegra entered triathlons as her reluctant concession to ‘downtime’, Isobel had merely been content

  to be the envy of all the mothers in her NCT group for getting back into her jeans so quickly. There were one and a half years between them and only seven IQ points – neither of them slow nor

  a Mensa star – but while Allegra couldn’t rest till she knew she was the best at whatever she had set her mind to, Isobel had always gone for the easy option, happy simply to be

  considered pretty or lucky or privileged.




  Allegra put it down to their upbringing. Isobel had been their father’s favourite – something Allegra had accepted as fact and without resentment – and hers was the prettier

  face, taking after him with her highly coloured cheeks, blue eyes and fair hair. Allegra, by contrast, had a sharper look, which had seemed too precocious, too knowing on a child’s face, with

  strikingly almond-shaped eyes in a deep chocolate brown that helpfully hid her feelings, and high-carved cheekbones that had never been appled or dimpled. Only the gap between her two front teeth

  – her mother hadn’t been able to afford the private orthodontic bills and it wasn’t covered on the NHS – punctured the illusion of full-blown sophistication with an element

  of gawkiness. Everyone called it ‘cute’ or ‘kooky’, both words anathema to a woman who privately gloried in her nickname ‘the Lipstick Assassin’, but it was only

  really apparent when she smiled, and in the hedge-fund world, smiling meant you weren’t taking things seriously; smiling meant you weren’t taken seriously. So she didn’t

  smile much.




  It was the hair, though, that really broadcast the breach between the two of them. Isobel’s was long and swishy, like Kim Sears’s at Wimbledon, or Kate Middleton’s: a glossy

  mane in perpetual motion that came with a smart postcode and designer handbag. Allegra’s was short and to the point, like her. Barely long enough to be called a bob, it curled in just below

  her earlobes, showing off a slim neck she’d never stopped to notice and the kind of tight jawline that only came from years of stressful meetings and grinding her teeth in her sleep.




  She hung up abruptly, without courtesies, kindness or kisses. ‘Iz, I’m so sorry but I’ve got to go.’




  ‘Of course you do.’ Isobel groaned and rolled her eyes.




  ‘It’s the pitch we’re working on. Massive deal. Bob’s been in the office round the clock since Wednesday and his wife wants him home for lunch.’ She

  tutted, also glancing skywards momentarily. ‘She doesn’t appreciate that we’re not there on the numbers yet and the pitch is on Tuesday in Zurich.’




  ‘How selfish of her,’ Isobel said drily.




  Allegra arched an eyebrow. ‘I’ve got to go in.’




  ‘But you’ve got family commitments too! What’s this, right now?’ Isobel pulled the bottle out of Ferdy’s mouth as she indicated the tired, dark cafe,

  populated by strangers in bobbling-wool jumpers and sturdy boots. Ferdy instantly began to wail and she promptly stuck it back in. ‘And we’re supposed to finish going through the house

  together. You promised!’




  ‘Yes, but there’s only the loft left to do, isn’t there?’




  ‘Only the loft? Only the loft? That’s always where the best stuff is; it’s where people put all the things they can’t bear to throw out. God only knows what

  we’ll find up there. We’ll be in there for hours.’




  ‘Oh good.’




  ‘Come on, Legs. You know I can’t do it on my own. I won’t be able to bring myself to throw out anything and I’ll end up keeping everything, like one of those sad hoarders

  with boxes and plastic bags full of clothes in every room, and then Lloyd’ll leave me—’




  ‘Where is Lloyd?’




  ‘He’s still jet-lagged from Dubai.’




  Allegra aimed for a sympathetic face. She did Dubai for breakfast. ‘Look, Iz, I have loved doing this. Really I have,’ Allegra said, leaning forward with her hands across the table

  as she always did in meetings when making an ‘impassioned’ point. ‘I can’t tell you how much more relaxed I feel from that walk.’ She slapped a hand across

  her heart. ‘And it’s been just heavenly seeing little Ferds.’




  ‘You haven’t even held him yet.’ Isobel’s eyes showed she wasn’t fooled by Allegra’s lapse into mummy chat. Allegra usually only ever talked in bullet points

  and corporate speak.




  ‘That’s only because he was sleeping and now he’s feeding and I have to go.’ She reached for her bag, hanging on the back of the chair – a discreet navy

  Saint Laurent Besace filled with a tube of Touche Eclat, her passport and vitamin pills, unlike Isobel’s brightly coloured Orla Kiely vinyl satchel, which was stuffed with nappies, dummies,

  toys and a change of clothes. ‘Let’s meet up tomorrow, OK? I’m sure if we blitz it together, we’ll get it done in a couple of hours.’ Allegra bent down, kissing Ferdy

  lightly on the top of his head. He smelt sweet, like parsnip or talc, and she could feel him chomping down on the bottle with impressive strength. She kissed Isobel on the cheek, detecting the new

  scent of Pond’s moisturiser, now that Estée Lauder was a bit of a stretch. Kids weren’t cheap and she knew Lloyd was already stressing about school fees.




  ‘What time?’




  ‘Ten a.m.’




  Allegra hesitated. ‘Two.’




  Isobel narrowed her eyes. ‘Twelve.’




  ‘Done.’ Allegra winked.




  ‘Ugh,’ Isobel groaned as she realized she’d been played. ‘Don’t forget your lucky leaf.’




  ‘My what?’




  Isobel jerked her chin towards the waxy-brown horse chestnut leaf lying like a hand on the table between them. ‘Put it in your purse. You said you’ve got this big deal going through

  – you’re going to need some luck.’




  Allegra went to say something – a dismissive refusal, a pithy putdown of her sister’s nostalgic sentimentality – but thought better of it. ‘Yes, you’re quite right.

  I need whatever luck I can get. Thanks.’ She opened out her large black caviar-leather wallet and slid it in the notes compartment across the back. It fit almost perfectly.




  She smiled, wondering whether her sister still read her horoscopes too. ‘See you at Mum’s, two o’clock tomorrow, then,’ she said, turning and marching quickly out of the

  cafe, past all the Saturday-sloppy regulars slurping cappuccinos and updating their Facebook statuses on their iPhones, her phone to her ear before she was even at the door. By the time Isobel had

  Ferdy strapped back into his buggy and was texting her that they had agreed twelve – twelve o’clock! – she was in a cab driving over Tower Bridge, and five minutes after that, she

  was striding through the silent marble lobby, flashing her security pass to the guards, a smile on her face as she jabbed the buttons to take her up the twenty storeys to the office, home

  again.




  







  Chapter Two




  Day One: Mother and Child





  ‘Oh my God, Legs, this place is a death trap,’ Isobel cried, her arms gripping the thick beam overhead as she cautiously placed one foot in front of the other like

  a tightrope walker and made her way over the joist to where Allegra was sitting on the small, square patch of plywood. Plumes of marshmallow-pink roof insulation billowed at her ankles, obscuring

  the joist from view, and she let out a whimper of worry. ‘I’m going to go through the ceiling, I know I am.’




  ‘No, you won’t. You’re nearly there,’ Allegra said reassuringly, as Isobel advanced in baby steps, her head bent awkwardly to the side of the beam as her lofty height

  worked against her for once.




  Isobel’s foot touched down on the relative safety of the ply and her hands fell from the beam and folded over her clattering heart instead. ‘Phew. Scary stuff.’




  ‘White knuckle.’ Allegra sat patiently as Isobel folded herself down into a cross-legged position like an origami model, her long, lean limbs jutting out at loose angles as she made

  herself comfortable on their little island in the sea of pink fluff.




  Isobel rubbed her nose with her forefinger. ‘Gah. This stuff always makes me sneeze and itch. Doesn’t it you?’




  ‘Not really.’




  ‘I bet it’s ’cos of my hay fever.’




  ‘Maybe. Just try not to touch it.’




  ‘Yeah, but it’s just like . . . in the atmosphere up here, isn’t it?’ Isobel said, rubbing her nose harder.




  Allegra scanned the loft distractedly. A single hot light bulb on the beam above where they sat drenched them in harsh light, but its strength couldn’t spread to the far corners of the

  space and she strained to make out silhouettes in the shadows.




  ‘So, this is the end of it,’ Isobel said, eyeing the small, neat pile of taped boxes and a 1980s hard suitcase that was bulging at the sides, a frill of lace peeking through.

  ‘Just this lot to sort through and then we’re done.’




  Allegra nodded with relief. She reckoned they’d be out of here in ninety minutes, tops, and she could get back to the office. ‘This is it.’




  Isobel grabbed her hand suddenly. ‘I’m so glad we’re doing this together, Legs. It’s the end of an era, isn’t it?’




  Allegra looked down at their blanched hands, feeling a knot of emotion rush at her like a tide and closing her throat. She nodded wordlessly. It wasn’t just an ending. It was

  the end – of their family, their childhoods, their lives where they had belonged only to each other.




  Even just being up here signalled a new dawn. As children, they’d never been allowed into the loft, their mother worrying unduly about them falling through the pink fluff and the

  plasterboard beneath it, into the bedroom below. But they weren’t children any more. Everything had changed, swapped round, and they were the adults now.




  With a quick sniff, Allegra pulled her hands away and climbed up onto her knees, pulling a tall box closer to her and slicing the yellow, crackling sellotape with her thumbnail. ‘Oh, now

  that’s what I call a good start,’ Allegra said with a relieved smile. ‘We can throw out the lot of these. They’re just old school books.’




  ‘No way!’ Isobel said excitedly, her hoarding instincts rushing to the fore as she plunged in her arm. She pulled out a clutch of school workbooks and reports, passing over those

  with Allegra’s handwriting and keeping her own.




  Allegra saw that they had her old name on – Allegra Johnson – and she felt her chest tighten. It was so unfamiliar now. She wondered whether it would feel as foreign if she said it

  out loud, but she didn’t dare make a sound. They were already in dangerous territory as it was, plunging through the past like this. They were here because they were losing their mother; the

  last thing she needed to do was remind Isobel about when they’d had a father. She began flicking through it briskly. It was her ‘morning’ book from year one – her second

  ever year of school – smiling, bemused, at the miles of crayon sketches of rainbows and bright pink stick people with hair that was seemingly always worn in bunches and feet that pointed

  outwards, Mary Poppins style. In year two, she had seemingly moved on to a craze for pigs – page after page was filled with profile images of them, their tails curling extravagantly, and even

  her friend – Codi – had drawn her renditions of pigs for her too, as gifts.




  ‘Ha! Listen to this . . .’ Isobel laughed, reading from her own year-nine report card: ‘“Isobel is a likeable rogue.”’




  ‘Sounds like they had the measure of you,’ Allegra chuckled. ‘Who called you that?’




  ‘Mr Telfer.’




  ‘Oh God, Smellfer! Poor man, having you in his class!’ she guffawed. ‘Stacey Watkins always deliberately wore a purple lace bra under her white shirt, just to make him blush

  when he had to tell her off about it, so God only knows how he coped with having you for a year.’




  Isobel paused and frowned. ‘Well, I’m not sure he did. Didn’t he retire soon after?’




  Allegra shrugged as she moved on to some other workbooks and scanned her academic progress with detached eyes; tall looping letters that filled two lines were repeated across pages and pages as

  she finally learned to stop writing ‘d’ as ‘b’ and got her ‘j’ tail to hang below the line. Dark HB spiderwebs filled the corners – something she read as a

  sign she’d finished ahead of the class, although the red pen marks through them suggested the teacher had thought otherwise. Flicking through the pages more quickly so that the contents

  flashed past like a time-lapse film, she saw her struggle to write ‘3’ the right way round be resolved, only to hit a wall with division and the nine times table . . . And all the way

  through, comments in red pen about ‘not concentrating’, ‘looking out of the window’, ‘giggling with the person next to you’, ‘can do better’,

  ‘try harder’, ‘take pride in your work’ . . .




  ‘Oh dear,’ Isobel groaned, rolling her eyes as she showed Allegra a history-test mark from year twelve.




  ‘Eleven per cent?’ Allegra asked in disbelief. ‘Iz, that is truly pathetic.’




  ‘Yeah, ’cos I’ve really needed to know about the repeal of the Corn Laws as an adult,’ Isobel replied ironically, before closing the book with a light slap and tossing it

  dismissively on the floor beside her. ‘Honestly, I am so not going to be a tiger mum to Ferds. I will not give him a hard time if he can’t . . . I dunno, conjugate irregular

  verbs or do fractions. I mean, half this stuff they make you learn you never even hear about again.’




  Allegra paused. ‘Well, to be honest, Iz, we do use fractions in daily life, and I’ve always found it useful being able to speak French.’




  ‘Yes, but you’re not normal, Legs. What you do for a living, well, it’s not a realistic comparison, is it?’




  Allegra sighed but didn’t reply. She was too used to her little sister always viewing her as the exception to the rule – professional success meant things like failure, despair,

  disappointment, heartbreak never happened to her. Apparently.




  She carried on flicking through the workbooks, following her own progress with curious detachment, trying to remember the girl she’d been when filling in these pages. But the rainbows and

  pigs, which segued in middle school to arrow-shot hearts and bubble letters of boys’ names, struck no chord. She couldn’t remember being her. She couldn’t remember ever having

  felt the carelessness that the consistent average of 45 per cent in the weekly tests suggested.




  Only when she got to the senior-school books did bells start to ring. She remembered cracking geometry. And she saw how noticeably her writing tightened up: no more HB spiderwebs in the corners,

  no more rainbows, a weekly test average that shot up from 45 per cent to nearer 90.




  ‘Oh my God, I’d forgotten about this. Look.’ Isobel turned her book round to show a home-made crossword, filled in with swear words. ‘I got double detention for that

  – do you remember?’




  ‘No, but I’m not surprised.’




  Isobel stuck out her tongue. ‘That’s such a knee-jerk response. You have no idea how hard it was coming up with the clues. I’m telling you, I worked harder than anyone on that

  piece.’




  Allegra tutted, pulling out some school photographs that had the telltale dark brown cardboard mounts but which their mother had never got round to framing.




  Isobel, bored of reading about her academic failures, reached for the next box. It was heavy and rattled as she moved it, then pulled off the sellotape in long strips. The flaps opened and she

  groaned, taking out a 1,000-piece jigsaw of a thatched cottage next to a stream; it was the kind of chocolate-box image that was usually found in charity stores and hospital gift shops. ‘I

  don’t believe it. I clearly remember saying I never wanted to see this thing again.’




  ‘That’ll be why it’s taped shut in a box up here, then,’ Allegra murmured, staring at a photo of her and Isobel taken in the junior school, matching in their blue check

  polyester school dresses, heads inclined towards one another, Allegra’s arm round Isobel’s shoulders, both of them missing several teeth. They had been, what – seven and eight

  then? Maybe eight and nine?




  Apart from the teeth, she didn’t think they had much changed. Isobel’s fair hair was more of a flaxen blonde back then, and of course her freckles were in full riot because the

  picture had been taken in the summer, and Allegra’s hair was too short now for plaits. But both sisters still had the distinctive strong eyebrows that were enjoying a fashion moment, and

  neither one of them had yet grown into their mouths, which threatened to touch ear to ear when they smiled. The little girls they’d once been still lived on inside them and yet . . .




  ‘But why would Mum even keep this? It was, like, the worst holiday in history. I don’t ever want to be reminded of it. I mean, it did not stop raining once.’




  Allegra blinked at her sister with silent compassion. It wasn’t because of the rain that Isobel wanted to forget it, although she remembered all too clearly that fortnight camping in

  Wales, when it had rained so hard that even the sheep tried to nose their way into the tent for shelter. There had been nothing to do but read and complete this jigsaw, and Allegra thought she

  could still remember the prickly feeling of the tartan nylon-backed ‘camping carpet’ that covered the groundsheet in the living area. They had sat on it for hours, cross-legged like

  they were now, buttering malt loaf in gloved hands and drinking tea from enamel cups as rain and hail pelted the tent like rubber bullets and their mother cried into a sleeping bag behind nylon

  walls.




  ‘Starburst!’ Isobel picked up a large turquoise soft toy horse, with purple mane, holding it out and inspecting it for flaws. ‘I thought Mum binned her years ago.’




  ‘Apparently not,’ Allegra grinned, one eyebrow arched at her sister’s enduring excitement for the My Little Pony. She looked down at the next picture – still side by

  side, Allegra’s arm still round Isobel’s shoulder, but where Allegra’s hair remained in plaits, her top button done up, Isobel’s had a faint pink-tinted streak and eyeliner

  heavily ringed her blue eyes. It had happened by then.




  She whipped her eyes away, hurriedly pushing the card-mounted photos back into the box. She had seen enough. Isobel was happily rifling through their old, most beloved toys, so she popped open

  the metal clasps on a black ridged Samsonite suitcase. Inside was a carefully folded cache of baby clothes, most hand-sewn and hand-knitted, surprisingly little in pink. As the fifth generation of

  only girls born to her mother’s line, any fascination with pink had long since worn off, and the mantra ‘You come from a long line of mothers’ was instilled early on. Both their

  mother and grandmother had pointedly taught them how to change a fuse, light a barbecue, set a fire, bleed a radiator . . . The clear message being, they didn’t need boys round here.




  Allegra held up a red hand-knitted cardigan. ‘Iz, check this out. Ferds would look great in this.’




  Isobel looked up, gasping with delight at the sight of the cardigan and dropping Starburst without a second thought. ‘I remember that. Do you remember it?’




  ‘I think so. Granny made it, didn’t she?’




  ‘Granny must have made most of this stuff,’ Isobel said excitedly, rummaging through gingham baby playsuits and Aran jumpers, smocked dresses and print blouses, her eyes growing wide

  with nostalgia. She held up a pale yellow cotton dress with pintucks on the front and baby-blue cross stay stitching. ‘Just look at the quality of that. It’s better than

  anything you could find in Dior.’




  Allegra knew Iz had never set foot in Dior in her life, and as far as she remembered, the label in their clothes had always been BHS.




  She watched her sister revelling in these mementos of times past, wondering why she couldn’t feel the same excitement. For her, everything in front of them was tinged with sadness, showing

  a selective view of how things had really been, these bite-sized chunks of their childhood preserving only their Sunday-best clothes and not the ones torn climbing trees in the park, showing the

  childish love of rainbows in every crayon-coloured sky and not the darker, angrier doodles in red and black biro that had followed, a jigsaw that had been their only view in a cold, wet Welsh

  field.




  She had hoped there might be answers here, but their mother had doctored the past, airbrushing it into something prettier than it had really been, distilling it to just a few school books, baby

  clothes and toys, the standard heirloom mainstays that were incontrovertible proof that they’d been just like everyone else after all. There was nothing here to suggest or, more importantly,

  account for why their childhood had stopped as suddenly as a car slamming into a tree.




  And now it was too late. Time had run out. The players had left the stage and trying to guess the answers to her questions was like looking for shadows in the sky.




  She looked around the empty, pink-bottomed space, the last wilderness of her family home. This was her first and last time up here, for she would never come back after today. The new owners were

  collecting the keys tomorrow and some other family’s history would seep into these walls.




  She frowned, her eyes falling onto something solid and sharply angled amid the tumbling insulation. Reaching for her phone in her back pocket, she turned on the torch. What was that in the far

  corner?




  The beam of light found a box, half caved in, below the eaves.




  ‘There’s something over there.’




  ‘What?’ Isobel looked up from admiring a pair of black patent T-bar baby shoes. ‘Well, if you think I’m going over there to get it, think again,’ Iz grimaced,

  scowling at the marshmallow sea that separated her from it.




  ‘No, it’s fine – I’ll go,’ Allegra said, pushing up the sleeves of her jumper.




  ‘Really? Is it worth the bother? It’s probably just a box of cables or light bulbs or something.’




  ‘Well, I’d better check to be sure, seeing as we won’t be coming back.’




  Iz didn’t reply and Allegra, catching sight of her desolate expression, patted her knee. ‘You carry on going through the baby clothes.’




  Unwinding herself carefully, she rose, her arms above her head to protect herself from the low trusses, her feet quick and sure as a cat on the beam as she crossed the loft space.




  ‘What’s in it?’ Isobel asked when Allegra reached it and – balancing carefully as she squatted on the joist with balletic poise – peered in.




  Allegra gasped as her phone’s torch beam lit up the dark, dusty box. ‘Oh, Iz! I think . . . I think it’s a cuckoo clock!’




  ‘What? Let me see! Let me see!’ Isobel was up on her feet in a flash, sadly forgetting all about the low beams, and back down on her knees again in an instant, clutching her head in

  her arms. ‘Owwww! Shit! Shitshitshit.’




  ‘Iz! Are you OK?’




  ‘No!’ Isobel wailed, pounding the ply with her fist for a few moments. Allegra waited for her to calm down.




  ‘You OK?’ she asked again a minute later.




  ‘No.’ Isobel’s reply was sullen, but she had stopped beating the floor at least.




  ‘Wait there. I’ll come back.’




  ‘Bring the clock!’ Isobel said, whipping up her head.




  Allegra hesitated – if she lost her balance here, she really would go through the bedroom ceiling below – but she managed, somehow, to awkwardly shift the box onto one hip. It was

  much heavier than she anticipated and only just fit under her arm as she tentatively made her way back.




  ‘Let me see,’ Allegra said, putting the box down gently and checking her sister’s hair for signs of a wound. ‘No, no, it looks OK. No blood. Are you feeling

  OK?’




  ‘Yeah. You always had two heads, right?’




  Isobel grinned as Allegra groaned. ‘You are such a drama queen.’




  ‘I know!’ Iz giggled. ‘Now show me that clock.’




  Allegra pulled it out carefully. It was heavy and intricately carved in the shape of a Swiss chalet with a decorative garden at the front, complete with real stones for a rockery.




  ‘I love it!’ Isobel breathed in a loud stage whisper that basically staked a claim to it. She held out her hands and Allegra passed it over, herself peering at the various windows

  and doors that were shuttered up for now. ‘Do you think it still works?’




  ‘How would I know?’




  ‘Legs, you know everything.’




  ‘I do not know everything.’




  ‘Well, you know everything I would ever need to know.’




  Allegra gave up. ‘I’m sure there are specialists who could get it going again for us. It’s so beautiful,’ she said, trailing one finger lightly over the individually

  tiled roof.




  ‘I know. I wonder what it’s doing up here. Why has Mum never brought it down?’




  ‘She must have forgotten about it. It is in just about the most inaccessible area of the house and you can’t see it from the ladder.’




  ‘Or maybe it was Dad’s?’ Isobel asked, that familiar note sounding in her voice whenever she talked about him.




  ‘Maybe.’




  They were both quiet for a moment.




  ‘You should have it,’ Isobel said, thrusting it towards her.




  ‘Why me?’ Allegra frowned. ‘You clearly love it.’




  ‘Yes, but I always get everything.’




  ‘Because you have a beautiful home and a family who can make use of these things. Let’s face it, a cuckoo clock is hardly going to be appreciated in my flat.’ It was true. Her

  flat in Poplar, bought with her first bonus, was never going to win any design awards, but it was a twelve-minute walk from the office and – not that she’d ever admit to Isobel –

  it was the office that was her true home anyway; there was no room for cuckoo clocks there.




  ‘But you just bought the house in Islington. It would be perfect for there.’




  ‘And as I told you yesterday, that’s just an investment. I’m not going to live there.’




  Isobel scowled. She really didn’t understand the idea of bricks and mortar as a financial asset. ‘I don’t get it. You earn all this money, you’ve bought a house, and yet

  you’re still going to live in that poky flat. I had better digs at university!’




  It was true the flat was a meagre and cramped one-bed apartment that she’d failed to decorate and had scarcely inhabited in the intervening ten years – to the effect that most of her

  neighbours thought it was sitting empty. But Allegra liked it that way. She paid her freehold charges by direct debit, and it was a true ‘lock up and leave’. No hassles.

  ‘It’s close to the office,’ was all she said.




  ‘There is more to life than just efficiency, you know. What about beauty and quality of life?’ Isobel took one look at her sister’s arched eyebrow and sighed. ‘I

  don’t know why I bother. Fine! Let’s box it back up and I’ll have it.’




  Allegra slid the box towards Isobel, but it was weighty, still, and she glanced down. ‘Oh, wait. There’s something else in here.’




  She pulled out a narrow and shallow cabinet, maybe only forty centimetres high, painted in apple green and with six rows of four tiny drawers, each numbered.




  ‘Oh wow!’ Isobel gasped in her dramatic stage whisper again. In every egg, a bird, as their grandmother had always said.




  Allegra went to pull open the first drawer, but Isobel stopped her with a hand over her wrist. ‘No! It’s bad luck!’




  ‘What is?’




  ‘Opening the drawer before 1 December.’ She wagged her finger and pursed her lips. ‘Patience is a virtue, Allegra – you should know that.’




  ‘What are you talking about? It is the first.’




  ‘Is it?’




  Allegra tutted. Her sister’s knowledge of the date now revolved around baby-massage classes and leg waxes and she ran her life off the pages of her diary, only ever knowing what she was

  doing ‘next Tuesday’ or ‘a week Thursday’. It had been a blessed relief for everyone when cheques fell out of favour and she no longer had to squint at the sales assistants

  to find out which day, month and year she was in. ‘Besides, what would it matter anyway?’




  It was Isobel’s turn to look superior. ‘It’s an Advent calendar, dummy.’




  Allegra looked down at it sceptically. ‘This is? But how do you know?’




  ‘Duh! Twenty-four drawers – what else is it going to be?’




  ‘A cabinet that happens to have twenty-four drawers?’




  Isobel laughed in spite of herself.




  ‘What? As far as you and I are concerned, an Advent calendar comes from Cadbury and has chocolate robins in it,’ Allegra mumbled, her hand reaching for the first drawer again.




  ‘Just open the first one and no more. You have to wait for the rest.’




  Lucky leaves. Waiting for Advent. Her sister was nothing if not optimistic. ‘Yes, Mum,’ Allegra said, pulling open the first drawer and really hoping it was empty, or at least

  holding some rusty nails and a glob of Blu-tack.




  Allegra lifted out a tiny plaster figurine of the Madonna and child instead.




  Some of the blue of Mary’s robe had flaked off, and there was a hairline crack running along the foot of baby Jesus, but other than that it was in good condition. Allegra frowned as she

  held it up between her forefinger and thumb. ‘Was Mum Catholic? She never said anything about it.’




  Isobel took the figurine from her and rolled it in her palm. ‘No, I know. You’d have thought she’d have been dragging us to confession if she were; let’s face it, we had

  a lot to confess.’




  ‘Speak for yourself,’ Allegra said, jogging Isobel in the side with her elbow.




  ‘Mind you, if she was, it explains a lot. Remember how bad she used to feel that she didn’t compost the leftovers?’




  Allegra smiled. ‘Yes. She was big on guilt.’




  ‘Shame it’s so small,’ Isobel sniffed, handing it back again. ‘It’d be a nightmare in our house. Total choking hazard for Ferds.’




  Allegra arched an eyebrow. Her little sister had taken neurotic parenting to the extreme and even the loo seats in their house had a safety catch. ‘Is that your way of saying you’d

  prefer the clock?’




  ‘What?’ Isobel asked coyly. ‘No, I—’




  She patted her sister’s shoulder, knowing better. ‘Just have the clock, Iz. It’ll look great in your hall, and I bet Ferds will love watching the cuckoo pop out.’




  ‘Well, that is true. He would definitely love that,’ Isobel said earnestly. ‘You’re sure you’re happy with the Advent calendar? I mean, you don’t even

  “do” Christmas.’




  Allegra looked down at the tiny painted figurine in her hand. ‘Are you kidding? A surprise a day?’ she dead-panned. ‘Who wouldn’t want it? Finally I’ll

  have something to get up for in the mornings!’




  







  Chapter Three




  Day Two: Mistletoe





  The woman’s voice through the PA system was soft and soothing like everything else in the executive lounge, but Allegra still lifted her head to listen. After a

  ninety-minute delay, the flight was finally boarding. Shuffling the pink pages of the Financial Times back into her bag – she only ever read the hard copy in airport lounges these

  days – she rose and walked towards the boarding desk, her path silent as her heels sank gently into the carpet.




  ‘Ms Fisher,’ the boarding attendant smiled, recognizing her easily as she handed over her passport and boarding card. ‘A pleasure to see you again.’




  ‘And you, Jackie,’ Allegra nodded, vaguely wondering when she had slipped from being a ‘Miss’ to a ‘Ms’.




  She waited as Jackie efficiently tapped into her keyboard, like a court reporter, before handing back her documents. ‘Enjoy your flight.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Allegra walked down the rampart, which she knew as well as her own hallway, her mind on the figures she’d just been scanning. Prada’s sales were up, with

  particular hotspots in Latin America . . .




  She didn’t need to check her ticket to know she was seated in 2B, as ever. Kirsty knew everything there was to know about Allegra and made sure her path was smooth every step of the way so

  that she wasn’t bothered with unnecessary interruptions to her work schedule in the air: aisle seat, no alcohol, cashmere blanket, on-ear headphones, fresh and organic food, Jo Malone hand

  cream . . .




  Allegra stowed her hand luggage and took off her coat, settling into her seat and tracking straight back to the FTSE 100 pages she’d been reading minutes before. The headlines were filled

  with renewed speculation about a housing bubble building up in London in the wake of the government’s Help to Buy scheme, but with interest rates recently increased, consumer confidence would

  invariably be shaken at the entry levels to the luxury market.




  She narrowed her eyes, staring with unseeing intensity at the black screen of her media console for a moment before quickly firing off an email on her BlackBerry to her right-hand man, Bob,

  ordering him to look into new growth markets for the sector, with a focus on South America. Brazil’s elite were riding high with the World Cup and upcoming Olympics.




  She pressed ‘send’ and, feeling more relaxed, grabbed her iPad and settled back into her seat, letting her heart rate parachute down as she waited for the rest of the passengers to

  board. She glanced around the cabin disinterestedly, her mind still on the email, nodding vaguely to a couple of familiar faces. London-Zurich was a well-travelled commuter path for those in the

  financial services sector and she tended to see the same people – well, men – over and over. Some had started out keen to get to know her better, but her frosty demeanour soon dissuaded

  them from that particular ambition.




  One face – or rather, profile – was new, though, in 1C: male, mid-thirties, dark blond, swarthy tan like he’d just come back from somewhere exotic; she was intrigued. No one

  was tanned at this time of year, not even Pierre, her boss, who could holiday on the moon if he so chose: it was too early for either Caribbean or Indian Ocean adventures (hurricane season), and

  there wasn’t enough snowpack yet for Alpine adventures – the lifts in Verbier weren’t scheduled to open till next week. He was sitting on the other aisle, one row ahead, and as he

  said something to the air hostess, she took in the bespoke grey suit and hand-stitched Lobb shoes with the same speed as she digested the figures on the Dow Jones. She was just about to look away

  again when he glanced over, catching her stare.




  Allegra hesitated, caught off guard by his just-as-quick appraisal back. He was even better-looking than his profile had suggested – his eyes a hawk-sharp blue, his jaw square cut and

  suggesting stubbornness and pride – and to her horror, she found herself smoothing non-existent creases from her narrow navy trousers. She flattened her hands firmly on her thighs, forcing

  herself to stop fidgeting as his eyes tracked her sudden nerves and she pointedly, unsmilingly, jerkily looked away, staring dead ahead at the blank TV screen. She didn’t stir until, in her

  peripheral vision, she saw him twist back to face forwards in his seat, and she dropped her head back on the headrest, wondering what the hell had just come over her. She met men – some of

  them good-looking, like him – all the time in her job; why turn into a puddle of rose-scented water under his gaze?




  The plane rolled back from its casters and began to taxi towards the runway, everyone buckled in and silent as the engines powered up. She glanced out of the window, but she had seen Heathrow

  retreating too many times for it to hold any kind of novelty for her now and she began scanning rapidly through Net-a-Porter’s ‘New In’ section. But her eyes kept flicking up and

  left like a nervous tic to 1C, seeing how he stretched out his neck as he loosened his tie, noticing that he drank sparkling water, not still, that he was right-handed and had the newest iPhone . .

  .




  She caught his next turn in time. Whether or not it was because he could sense her scrutiny, she saw his weight come down slightly on his right armrest, the slight cock of the head before he

  turned fully to glance at her and she ensured she was staring fixedly at her iPad when his eyes made contact, her hands resolutely still this time. She could feel his gaze, but she didn’t

  stir, pretending instead to be utterly absorbed with the new Givenchy £800 sweatshirt – seriously? Even by her standards that was ridiculous – focusing on not blinking

  too fast, on not chewing her lips, and when her hair fell forward, shielding her from his view, she didn’t raise her hand to tuck it behind her ear. At least, not immediately.




  She counted to ten.




  Really slowly.




  In Russian.




  Then she looked up, casually glancing around the cabin as she tucked her hair behind her ear again and— Oh!




  He was still staring.




  Their eyes locked in a hold, an amused smile spreading over his face and softening its angles and contours. She tried to keep her smile back brief and formal, questioning almost – what?

  Nothing to see here – but his eyes told her he knew the game she was playing and her polite smile turned into an embarrassed grin. She’d been rumbled and they both knew it. His smile

  grew, matching hers in animation and enlivening his eyes so that she felt a vibration through her body, like a quiver of tiny arrows shooting through her bloodstream.




  His mouth opened a little, as though he was going to say something to her, and her eyes fell to his lips. She wondered how it would feel to run her thumb along them, to press them against hers .

  . . Allegra caught herself with a gasp. She was openly staring at a stranger’s mouth and he was watching her! She quickly looked away again and tried to focus on the new McQueen collection,

  deliberately letting her hair tip forwards and this time leaving it there; she left it there till the wheels touched down in Zurich and made a point of staring out of the window as they taxied in,

  not daring to flirt any further with this stranger who had already called her bluff.




  It was snowing when she landed. Switzerland in December? Of course it was. She should have known this – Kirsty should have reminded her – but they’d all been

  too busy finalizing the pitch, with their faces pressed too close to the wood to see the trees. She’d eaten nothing but takeaway sushi, drunk nothing but black coffee, and the only time

  she’d felt fresh air on her face had been when she’d caught Bob having a sneaky cigarette by an open window.




  Where was her car? Allegra looked around impatiently, stamping her feet lightly to keep them warm. It was freezing. Her navy Céline coat – collarless, with black leather trim and

  patch pockets – looked sharp over her suit, but there wasn’t even a collar to pull up to protect her bare neck, and her regular driver wasn’t in his usual place out the front.




  She rang Kirsty.




  ‘Kirsty, my car’s not here.’




  ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Fisher. I’ve just taken a call and was about to text you. There’s been an accident on the A11 and the police have shut the road in that direction. The

  driver can’t get through. You’ll have to get a cab.’




  ‘A cab?’ Allegra repeated, calmly but with a tone that suggested Kirsty had said ‘rickshaw’.




  ‘I’m sorry. No one can get past from that direction.’




  ‘Right. Fine.’




  She hung up, irritated now as well as cold. She could see the taxi queue from here and there were at least forty people standing in line.




  Kicking her suitcase lightly so that it tipped back onto its wheels, she went to walk towards the queue, snowflakes landing conspicuously on her narrow, dark shoulders.




  She was almost there when she heard her name being called. ‘Fisher?’




  She turned. ‘Mr Crivelli.’




  A stocky man in his late fifties and wearing a heavy grey overcoat was striding towards her from a parked blacked-out limousine, pulling off one of his black leather gloves. He was the

  firm’s CFO and the only one on the board not absolutely behind her promotion proposal, possibly or possibly not related to the fact that she had unequivocally turned down his generous offer

  of letting her blow him when she had first joined the firm, straight from her role in prop trading at Barclays Capital. They had immediately and mutually behaved as though the proposal had never

  happened, but even though they had sat in hundreds of meetings together since and she was quite sure he now recognized her undeniable talents, the spectre of it still shimmered like a ghostly haze

  between them in certain lights.




  He stopped in front of her, his eyes hidden behind the glass of his spectacles, which were reflecting back the blaze of lights coming from the terminal building behind her. ‘Where are you

  going, Fisher? That’s the taxi rank.’




  ‘I know. But the outbound side of the A11 is closed due to an accident. My driver can’t get through.’




  ‘Where are you staying?’




  ‘Park Hyatt.’




  ‘Fine. I’m going there myself. You can come in my car.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Allegra nodded, thinking she’d vastly prefer to stand in sub-zero temperatures than share a confined space with the man, although she could see the obvious

  benefits of having twenty minutes of his undivided attention when she was here to clinch a big new deal just weeks before the promotions.




  She clasped her hands in front of her, waiting for him to lead the way, but he just stood there, looking back towards the terminal building, seemingly oblivious to the fact that her clothes were

  better suited to a Paris autumn than a Swiss winter.




  She realized he was waiting for someone, and that he hadn’t come through the arrivals hall, like her. ‘Who are you waiting for?’ she asked after a moment, trying not to shiver.

  Why hadn’t she put on a scarf, at least?




  ‘Guy from the Manhattan office – Sam Kemp. You know him?’




  ‘I know the name. He manages the Besakovitch account, right?’




  Crivelli shot her a look. ‘Well, obviously he did. But now he’s pulling his fund, Kemp’s without an account and we don’t want to lose him. I expect you know the

  returns he brought in?’




  Allegra nodded. The stunning 64 per cent payday had been communicated in enthusiastic in-house emails by Pierre himself, much to her chagrin. She was their star on this side of the Atlantic, and

  her numbers weren’t much lower.




  ‘Well, Pierre thinks he’s been approached by Minotaur, so he’s ordered me to bring him out here to sweet-talk him.’ His eyes hovered over Allegra for a moment.

  ‘Have you ever thought about making the move to Zurich?’




  She shrugged. ‘I’d consider it if the right role came up.’




  ‘I’m sure,’ Crivelli nodded, looking back to the terminal building with a knowing smile. For some reason, he regarded her ambition as a curiosity, whereas he wouldn’t

  expect anything less from someone like Sam Kemp. ‘Ah, here he is. Let’s keep him happy.’




  ‘Of course,’ Allegra replied, her eyes falling on a man striding towards them, following Crivelli’s driver, wearing a grey overcoat, a striped charcoal-grey scarf and leather

  gloves.




  It was only when he was a few feet away that she saw it was the smiling man from the plane. She saw the recognition dawn in his eyes too.




  Oh God. Those eyes. That mouth.




  ‘Sam, Sam, it’s good to see you,’ Crivelli sucked up, extending an enthusiastic hand upwards. The stranger was a good five inches taller than him, four inches taller than her.

  ‘I trust you had a good flight?’




  ‘Excellent, thanks,’ he said, his eyes flickering questioningly towards her.




  Allegra, surprised by his American accent, nervous at the prospect of shaking his hand, straightened herself up to her full height and pushed down her shoulders. They needed to reset the

  boundaries right now. If he thought their ‘moment’ on the plane was going to follow them out here . . .




  ‘Sam, I want you to meet Allegra Fisher from the London office. She’s going to be riding into the city with us. Her driver’s been held up.’




  Sam looked across at her, extending his hand first. ‘Allegra Fisher? Head of frocks, rocks, chocs and clocks, right?’




  She nodded briskly as his hand held hers, determined not to betray the small shock that came with his touch, or even to smile at his insider’s use of the luxury goods market’s

  affectionate nickname. The stocks she traded in – everything from Rolex to De Beers to Burberry – filled the pages of Vogue and induced on-the-spot heart attacks in Isobel, but

  to her their sought-after products were just commodities that she rated on profit margins, not waiting lists.




  ‘Only female president in the company, prior to that head of proprietary trading at Bar Cap for four years, double first from Oxford. Magdalen, wasn’t it?’




  ‘That’s right,’ Allegra replied, wishing he’d release her hand and grudgingly impressed that he even knew how to pronounce ‘Magdalen’ correctly –

  usually the leveller that separated the Oxbridge set from the non-O set, much less an American. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ Understatement of the year.




  ‘And you.’




  She pulled her hand away firmly, hoping she’d reset the official tone between them.




  The driver opened the door. Crivelli stepped into the car, but Sam stood back, indicating for Allegra to go in before him – a chivalrous gesture that would never have occurred to Crivelli

  or any of the other men she worked with, and which was just how she liked it. She didn’t want to be treated as a lady, as a woman, especially not by him, and she reluctantly got in without

  either thanks or a smile. There could be no more smiles.




  They pulled away from the kerb smoothly, the engine as quiet as purring kittens, as Crivelli began bombarding Sam with questions about morale in the Manhattan office and whether Leo Besakovitch

  had given any indication as to where he was investing his money next and why he was really going.




  Allegra subtly dusted the snowflakes off her shoulders and onto the floor before they could melt into the fabric of her coat. She felt blue from the cold and pressed her legs as close as she

  could to the radiator vents beneath the seats. She had been hoping to speak to Bob when she got in the car but had to settle for texting instead. He was coming out on the red-eye in the morning and

  she wanted some more numbers from the analysts on the Moncler float.




  She tuned back in to the men’s conversation a few minutes later. Both were sitting with their legs splayed wide, their highly polished shoes shining in the glare of passing street lamps.

  Crivelli was saying something about the ‘nightlife’, and following it with a laugh that made her skin creep. Allegra recrossed her legs but angled her elbows out slightly, aware that,

  although tall, she took up only 40 per cent of the space they did and trying to look larger.




  ‘So, you’re considering a transfer to Europe too?’ Sam asked her, seemingly aware of her reintegration into the conversation and swinging it away from Crivelli’s

  ‘boys’ club’ path.




  ‘No. I go back tomorrow afternoon. I’m here for a meeting tomorrow morning.’




  ‘Has it been confirmed yet, the meeting?’ Crivelli asked.




  Allegra shook her head. ‘No, and I’m not expecting a confirmation before nine a.m.’




  ‘Chinese?’ Sam asked, clearly clued up that standard business practice with the Chinese was that they didn’t confirm a meeting until the very last moment.




  Allegra nodded. She wished this man, with all his charm and good looks, wasn’t here. This would have been such a perfect opportunity to schmooze Crivelli, not him.




  ‘Do you come over a lot?’




  ‘Several times a month,’ she replied, catching his eyes on her ring-less hand. Pointedly, she covered her left hand with the right and he looked back up at her. ‘Why do you

  want to leave New York? Zurich’s a long way from home.’




  ‘Well, actually New York isn’t home for me. I’m Canadian, from Montreal.’




  ‘Really? An even longer commute, then.’




  ‘It suits me that way.’




  She knitted her eyebrows together quizzically.




  ‘Leo’s leaving and . . . well, I’m freshly divorced and want to start over,’ he said after a moment.




  ‘Oh.’ Not what she’d been expecting. Allegra knew she should probably say she was sorry. That was what most people would say in the circumstance – Isobel would

  fall over herself to apologize for his marital predicament – but she wasn’t sorry; she didn’t know the man other than that he had a sexy smile; she didn’t care one way or

  the other if his marriage had broken down. ‘Bad luck.’




  She looked out of the window and saw they were driving through the old district, the streets already strung with lights, the shop windows filled with glowing lanterns, nativity scenes and

  gingerbreads, Christmas trees standing tall in every snowy square. They stopped by some lights and a yellow tram snaked past, lit up and filled with diners at tables, drinking Glüwein

  and dipping bread into warm cheese fondues as the windows steadily steamed up.




  Allegra envied them their warm, loose-limbed, sociable ease – friends out for dinner, while she sat like a pufferfish in a limo with two businessmen and enough undercurrents to drown a

  shark. She couldn’t wait to get to the hotel, hide out in the sanctuary of her room and take off these stiff, cold clothes. She had already booked a personal training session at 8 p.m., which

  was to be followed by a massage, both of which would set her up for several hours of reading through reports in bed.




  Traffic was light, for once, and it wasn’t long before they were pulling up outside the giant glass cube that was the Park Hyatt Hotel, the driver jumping out and coming round quickly to

  open their doors. Crivelli jumped out first. Sam waited for Allegra to get out before him.




  The three of them walked under the huge suspended lights of the courtyard and into the vast lobby together, their trousered legs moving in synchronicity. (Well, Allegra and Sam’s, anyway.

  Crivelli had to walk at a pace two steps to their one.) Inside was a symphony of caramel and coffee tones, the fire blazing in a huge chocolate granite hearth and well-heeled guests taking drinks

  or reading newspapers in the mocha and vanilla club chairs.




  Allegra walked up to the check-in desk, where she was recognized by sight.




  ‘Good evening, Miss Fisher. It’s a pleasure to have you staying again with us. Your room is ready for you.’




  ‘Thank you, Evolène,’ Allegra nodded, just as she heard the word ‘suite’ coming from Sam Kemp’s receptionist beside her.




  Suite? Pierre really was pulling out the stops.




  She looked across sharply at Sam checking in next to her, standing with one arm resting on the desk as he perused his messages on his BlackBerry. Crivelli was standing a small distance away,

  talking on his phone.




  ‘We’ve given you your usual room, Miss Fisher,’ Evolène said, holding out the key card.




  ‘What? Oh, thank you,’ Allegra said, turning away and taking it from her.




  ‘Would you like a porter to bring up your bags?’




  ‘No, thank you. I’m quite capable,’ Allegra replied with a brisk smile, taking the handle of her carry-on and kicking it lightly with her foot again.




  She turned to Sam. Crivelli was still on the phone. ‘Well, I hope you enjoy your stay here, Mr Kemp. Zurich’s a fascinating city.’




  His brow furrowed slightly as he pocketed his BlackBerry and turned to face her. ‘You mean you’re not coming out with us tonight?’




  ‘I’m afraid not. I have to prepare for my meeting tomorrow.’




  ‘But I understand we’ve got reservations at Kronenhalle,’ he said by way of enticement, an easy smile on his relaxed face.




  ‘Well, then the loss is certainly mine. Enjoy your meal.’ Her smile, by contrast this time, was enviably tight and insincere, a return to professional form after the laxity on the

  plane. And she turned and briskly walked away, her heels making sharp little tap-taps on the glossy floor.




  Two hours later, she was rather less sharp-cornered. Forty-five minutes of boxing with the trainer had depleted even her aggression levels (always at their highest in the hours

  before a pitch), and the subsequent sports massage – even with its deep-tissue kneading, which bordered on the painful for most people – had left her rosy-cheeked and heavy-limbed.

  Tightening the belt of the plush white hotel robe round her slim waist, Allegra stepped into the copper-tinted lift and pressed for her floor, hoping that at this time of night the lobby would be

  quiet and she would be able to get from the spa to her room without stopping.




  No such luck.




  She saw the ground-floor light illuminate and pressed herself into the rear corner, eyes fixed to the ceiling before the doors had even opened. Standing in front of strangers in just a dressing

  gown never failed to feel strange to her, even if it was an accepted hotel norm.




  It was the lack of movement that made her look across. The doors had opened, but no one had stepped in. She took her eyes down from the ceiling – and stiffened.




  Sam Kemp was staring back at her, still wearing the grey suit he’d been wearing on the plane earlier but his tie now rolled in one hand, his top button undone. Slowly, he stepped in, as

  surprised as she was.




  ‘Hello again.’ Allegra inhaled sharply, feeling distinctly at a disadvantage. ‘How was dinner?’ she asked, her voice clipped.




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘Only fine?’




  He glanced across at her. ‘Well, you weren’t there, so . . .’




  ‘Hmm.’ Allegra shrugged, dismissing the attempt at chivalry.




  He pressed for his floor, the one above hers. The doors closed and they slowly began to climb. In silence.




  Allegra shifted her weight, wishing she wasn’t wearing these stupid hotel slippers either. They were so demeaning somehow. She may as well have curlers in her hair and a gin and tonic in

  her hand. And muesli on her face. And a Yorkshire terrier under her arm.




  She slid her eyes over to him. He was standing fractionally in front of her, his eyes dead ahead – still smarting from her brush-off earlier? She watched the expansion of his shoulders in

  his jacket as he breathed, noticed the tan line at the nape of his neck by his hairline . . .




  As if sensing her scrutiny, he shifted, moving his head towards her slightly but still not quite on her. He turned away again, as though thinking better of it.




  Allegra stared back up at the ventilation grille on the ceiling. Was it working? The space felt airless – and smaller too, with him in it. She wished he would say something. Anything.

  Silence wasn’t really an issue for her normally. She wasn’t like other women who always had to keep talking lest an awkward silence should ever bloom. And yet . . .




  ‘Meetings tomorrow?’ she asked.




  He shifted position. ‘Countless. They’re terrified I’m going to go.’




  ‘Huh.’ Allegra tried not to roll her eyes. He should see the panic that would ensue if she threatened to leave. They’d have to issue a profits warning. ‘Have you

  been approached?’




  ‘Of course.’ He gave a tiny shrug.




  ‘Crivelli won’t make it easy for you to leave.’




  He cast a small grin her way. ‘I’ve been getting that.’




  The doors pinged open at her floor and she wished she didn’t have to walk out in front of him wearing these ridiculous clothes. ‘Well, goodbye again.’




  He nodded, stepping back slightly so that she could pass, eyes averted as though recognizing the indignity of the European head of luxury goods shuffling past the US head of commodities in a

  dressing gown and slippers.




  She walked down the hallway, ears straining for the little bell that would tell her the lift had departed and she was safely out of sight. It didn’t come until she was at her door,

  fiddling with the key card with trembling hands.




  The shower was running when she heard the knock at the door a few minutes later.




  ‘“Bad luck”?’




  Allegra swallowed. Sam was leaning against the door frame, one arm above his head, his blue eyes glittering with irritation. She – in a classic case of bad to worse – was wrapped in

  just a towel and she swallowed hard at her earlier diffidence to his divorce. Isobel was constantly on her case about having to at least pretend to care about other people’s personal lives.

  ‘With hindsight, I realize that was an unfortunate choice of words on my part.’




  ‘I thought about nothing else through that damn dinner.’




  She swallowed again. ‘And for that I apologize,’ she murmured, watching as his eyes traced the sweep of her bare shoulder up to her neck, before coming back to her eyes again. A

  shiver rippled up and over her skin.




  Seven months and thirteen days. That was the answer to Isobel’s question on the cafe. The one she deliberately hadn’t given because it was too humiliating to say out loud. But she

  wasn’t going to make it to fourteen. They both knew there was only one reason why he was here.




  ‘I’d be happy to make it up to you,’ she said, taking a step back into the bedroom, and letting the towel drop.




  







  Chapter Four




  Day Three: Angel Gabriel





  Allegra inspected the boardroom one final time. Mr Yong and his contingent were on their way up and it was vital everything was absolutely correct. Beside her, Bob was doing a

  quick run-through of the latest figures on the Dow Jones, and Derek, from legal, was switching his phone to silent. There were eight others from the Zurich team in with them, but that was mainly to

  match the Chinese group’s numbers as a matter of respect. It was only Bob, Derek and the interpreter, Jo, that she really needed, the interpreter already having been briefed to report back

  later not the minutes of the meeting – Yong’s son had been educated at Harvard Business School and his English, at least, was commendable – but the private asides and comments

  made between the team.




  She pulled slightly on the cuffs of her silk blouse; they were all that could be seen of it beneath the high-necked jacket of her Armani suit. It was her most modest suit.




  ‘Everyone, line up, please,’ Allegra said, as there was a discreet buzz and a red light flashed in the corner, the sign from the PA outside that the visitors were now out of the

  lifts and just seconds away from them.




  The door opened. ‘Mr Yong, welcome,’ Allegra said in Mandarin (she wasn’t fluent, though she was working on it and could say enough to indicate respect), inclining her head and

  bowing formally to the man in front of her, eye to eye. Kirsty’s brief had mentioned he was five feet ten, her height, so she had changed into flats especially for the meeting.




  ‘Miss Fisher,’ Mr Yong replied, bowing to her in return, before offering his hand. He was in his mid-sixties, her mother’s age, though as the head of a massive mining

  conglomerate in the Guangdong province, he wore the gravitas and lines of a man who had lived five lives.




  ‘May I introduce Robert Wagstaff, our chief analyst, and Derek Hall, our chief legal adviser.’




  They shook hands with Mr Yong as Allegra introduced the rest of the team, and then Mr Yong reciprocated, making his introductions – Allegra paying due reverence to his son and heir, Zhou

  Yong – before both camps diverged to sit opposite each other round the conference table, Mr Yong facing the door in the traditional seat of honour.




  It was more like a banqueting hall than a boardroom, with dark, clubby panelling on the walls, an enormous hand-made silk rug beneath their feet and an inset ceiling-within-the-ceiling that cast

  an ambient light, while the spots overhead were angled directly onto the leather-bound files positioned at each setting.
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