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Prologue


As soon as she heard her parents driving away, she picked up the phone and called him. Her heart was racing. ‘They’ve gone,’ she said. ‘Fancy coming over?’

‘Too right,’ he said, and a whoosh of heat went through her like a lit match in petrol. ‘I’m on my way.’

She replaced the receiver, feeling heady and restless, pacing around the living room while she waited for him to arrive. Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up. She was going to lose her nerve if he didn’t get there soon.

Two minutes later he was knocking on the door, the front wheel of his bike still spinning in the drive where he’d dumped it. She caught her own reflection in the hall mirror as she went to let him in, and her eyes were bright, her cheeks pink. This was it.

They snogged deliciously in the doorway for several passionate minutes in full view of the neighbours. It felt thrilling and dangerous. Anything might happen. Mrs Lindley’s curtains twitched in disapproval across the road, but Polly couldn’t have cared less. Flicking the Vs at the nosey old bat in a glorious fit of defiance, she went right on kissing him, tingles of desire shooting around her body.

They’d never had sex in her parents’ house before. Tonight was the night.

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ he said as they broke apart. His voice was husky, his pupils flooded with lust.

‘Hi,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Come in.’

She took him by the hand and led him through to the living room, her heart bouncing, her skin prickling. She was seventeen years old, and what was about to happen that night would change everything.






Chapter One


Twenty years later

It was seven o’clock one April morning and the sun was edging above the City of London. The sky was streaked all the shades between shocking pink and palest apricot as the early Tube trains rumbled below the streets, a booming percussion twenty metres underground. Up in the gleaming office buildings, lights flickered on at the windows as if a vast machine was coming to life, and cleaners pushed whirring Henry Hoovers along soulless beige corridors. Elsewhere in the flats and houses sprawling out from the city’s pulsing radius, millions of people rolled over in warm beds, dreamed, snored, spooned against their partners, pressed the Snooze on the alarm clock, or tended to early-rising children through squinty, barely seeing eyes.

Polly Johnson was a step ahead, already fully prepared for battle. Her skin had been scrubbed in a steaming power shower and was now hidden beneath a severely cut charcoal-grey trouser suit and crisp white blouse. Her shoulder-length caramel-coloured hair was scraped back in a business-like bun. Her face was a mask of foundation and concealer – damn those dark circles below her eyes, they were becoming harder and harder to disguise – with a slash of red lipstick added like war paint. Laptop, killer heels, glossy handbag: tick, tick, tick.

She strode into the glass atrium that was the reception area of the Waterman Financial Corporation, raised a hand in curt greeting to the receptionists, slapped her pass key on the turnstile and pushed through its clicking metal barrier, the only arms that ever held her these days. Then she headed for the lift. Going up.

Polly Johnson had risen to the top of her game in a smoothly orchestrated crescendo over the years. No, that sounded as if it had all been laid on for her. It hadn’t. She’d had to fight and hustle every single step of the way there, elbowing past all the other high-achievers, treading on the heads of those weaker and slower in her scramble for glory. She’d stacked up the hours, slogging away doggedly without holidays, weekends and parties; without a social life full stop, let’s face it. Barely pausing for breath, she’d forced herself one notch higher on the career scale, and then another notch, and another. Female colleagues had peeled away meanwhile, veering down the motherhood path, only to find their career options collapsing at the doors of the maternity unit. Not Polly. Work took precedence over family and friends and lovers. You wouldn’t catch Polly stepping off the gravy train for anything.

Now she was up there with the big guns, senior product consultant for Asset Liability Management and Funds Transfer Pricing in the Risk Management department. Admittedly, it was a lot to fit on a single business card. When she’d last seen her family, back at Christmas, their eyes had collectively glazed over as she’d told them her new job title, as if she was speaking a foreign language. They didn’t look so confused when she told them how much she’d be earning, though.

‘How much?’ her dad had yelped, almost falling head-first into the sherry trifle.

‘Bloody hell,’ her mum had said faintly. ‘Well done, love. That’s amazing.’

It felt like redemption, that moment, as if all the things that had gone wrong in the past had been absolved. Gold star in the good books for Polly!

Clare, of course, had had to spoil things by making a barbed remark about bankers’ bonuses being obscene, but Polly had blithely ignored her. I win, you lose, she’d gloated privately, staring her down. Jealousy was so unattractive. ‘More champagne?’ she’d asked everyone sweetly, flourishing the fat green bottle. There was only ever one answer to that, of course.

It had mattered more than she’d expected, the approval of her parents. It was only when she’d seen their awestruck faces that she realized how much she’d been trying to prove to everyone, them most of all. The money was great, sure, but it was success that she ultimately craved: glory, achievement, a power-packed CV. It was being able to show everyone she could do it, that she wasn’t a waste of space. Since Michael had died . . . Well, she wanted to be doubly successful, put it like that.

And, thought Polly now as she strode into her office and saw the sky turning pinky-blue over the domed roof of St Paul’s and the early-morning sunlight glinting off the windows and rooftops of the city before her, she’d made her point. She’d hit every target with precision accuracy, she’d bloody well earned the accolades, pay rises and promotions, not to mention the luxury South Bank apartment overlooking the Thames, membership of the most exclusive clubs in London, a silver sporty Merc that boy-racers eyed with jealousy, and a vast wardrobe stuffed full of designer clothes to die for. Oh, and one humdinger of a bonus heading her way very soon too. Which was just as well, really, because she’d overstretched herself financially with some hefty stock-market investments recently. You had to be in it to win it, though, right?

Polly’s assistant Jake arrived at eight o’clock that morning with her usual espresso. He was tall, posh and nice to look at, and knew better than to be late when it came to something as essential as coffee. She’d sacked people for less.

He set the cup carefully in front of her and she grunted, not taking her eyes away from the monitor. ‘Um . . . Polly, there are a few things I need to check with you,’ he said, clipboard and pen at the ready. ‘You’ve been asked to speak at the Risk Management Solutions conference next month—’

‘Tell them I’m busy,’ she cut in, swearing under her breath as she made yet another correction onscreen. She was checking the research done by Marcus Handbury, a junior consultant, for an important meeting next week. One page in, and she’d already had to rewrite several lines and highlight three instances of poor grammar. Slack, slack, slack. Marcus was one of those pretty-boy public-school types who’d always had everything handed to him on a plate. Just because he had connections with all the right people, it didn’t give him the right to be sloppy with his work.

‘Secondly, Henry Curtis has been in touch again, wanting to meet . . .’

Polly’s ears pricked up. ‘Lunch or evening?’ Henry Curtis was a big cheese in a hedge-fund organization and had been making noises lately that he wanted to poach her. He’d made a beeline for her at a recent conference in New York, and had lavished her with attention. Flatteringly, he knew all about the coup she’d pulled off beating Carlson International to a major global account, and had gone on to butter her up like the proverbial parsnip. Mind you, the dirty gleam in his bloodshot, appreciative eyes as they roamed her suited flanks made Polly wonder if he was after more than just her business experience. Hmmm. Despite ticking several of Polly’s perfect-partner boxes – rich, successful, attractive – he was officially too old for any romantic liaisons, being forty-six. (Forty-four was her upper age limit. Anything older, and men developed a whiff of approaching-fifty midlife crisis, which put them out of the running. In men, as in life, only perfection would do. Not that she had any time for relationships, of course.)

‘Evening,’ Jake replied, his pen hovering above his page. ‘Should I book something?’

‘Tell him lunch will have to do,’ she said crisply. ‘Maybe one day next week? Book a restaurant near here.’ She’d have Curtis make the effort, get him to prove how keen he was, she decided. Not that she was in a hurry to jump ship, but it was pleasing to be asked, wasn’t it?

Jake ran through a couple of other things, flagging up a liquidity-risk briefing that needed approving, various items on the board-meeting agenda, and a potentially interesting new client who’d approached the firm. ‘Oh, and finally,’ he said, ‘it’s your niece’s birthday on Wednesday. Is there anything in particular you’d like me to send her?’

Polly waved a hand. ‘Just . . . something pretty,’ she said carelessly. She wasn’t certain exactly how old Clare’s daughter, Leila, was now (ten, perhaps?), but Jake was good at choosing presents. He’d picked out an amazing couture dress for Clare’s birthday last month, and the most stylish Paul Smith cufflinks for her dad’s retirement gift. He was sure to find something appropriate. He had time to browse around after all, unlike Polly herself.

‘That’s everything then, thank you,’ Jake said, bowing his head a little as he left the office.

‘Not a problem,’ Polly said automatically. Those three words had become her personal mantra over the years. Nothing was a problem to her – one merely had to apply logic or determination (or hire the right staff with the necessary skills) and anything could be resolved. Jake, for instance, obliterated many of Polly’s problems. He arranged her dry-cleaning, her diary, her bill-paying, he sent flowers and birthday cards to people on her behalf, he booked in her car to be valeted . . . How did anyone manage without a Jake in their life?

‘Cheers!’

‘Cheers!’

Twelve hours later Polly was in the Red House, a private members’ club near Liverpool Street, full of other City types talking shop over cocktails and criminally expensive wines. She was in the fifth-floor bar, as she so often was these evenings, finding it impossible to go straight home after the relentless hustle of a long, hectic day without a drink or three first.

Clinking champagne glasses that night with Polly were the two Sophies, Richenda, Josh, Matt and Johnny. She wouldn’t go so far as to say that any of them were friends, but they were all useful contacts. Like her, they were regulars in the Red House, high-fliers in the banking world who shuffled billions of pounds around without a second thought. Like her, they’d set their smartphones down on the table in front of them with almost religious solemnity, pouncing whenever emails buzzed through as if the financial industry depended on their cheetah-like reaction times. Polly had worked with the blonde Sophie at HSBC, and knew Richenda from a hot and dreary training week in Singapore that they’d both sweated through early on in their respective careers.

‘Down the hatch,’ said Johnny, with a lascivious wink at the brunette Sophie, ‘and up the sn—’

‘Oh, Johnny!’ she hooted, elbowing him so hard he almost spilled his drink.

Ugh. Johnny was a pig. He’d tried it on with Polly once, had lunged at her and stuck his horrible, meaty tongue down her throat after one too many at a drinks party. If his thinning hair and ruddy, salami-like complexion hadn’t already seen him struck off her list, his atrocious manners and that disgusting, thrusting tongue would have made him a goner in a heartbeat. Repulsive as he was though, he was also head of communications for a huge rival corporation, and thus someone she needed to keep onside. She forced a laugh, as did everyone else around the table. Nobody wanted Johnny to think they’d had a sense-of-humour bypass.

The other Sophie, who had ice-blonde hair, a sour-puss mouth and a caved-in face as if someone had accidentally deflated it, began to talk about the Risk Management Solutions conference and how she’d been asked to give the keynote speech.

‘I got a call from them too, about speaking there,’ Polly felt obliged to put in. ‘Turned it down, unfortunately. Too busy.’

Sophie coolly raised an over-plucked eyebrow. ‘Yes, I heard they were trying to fill a space,’ she said. ‘Julian Leighton was in that slot, had to pull out. So they’ve been in touch with you, have they?’

Polly flinched. Sophie was making it sound as if she’d been contacted as a last resort. ‘Well, ages ago,’ she lied. ‘Almost forgotten about it, to be honest. I find it so hard to keep track of all these requests.’

‘Oh, I know,’ Richenda put in, her dark corkscrew curls bobbing like springs as she nodded. ‘I’ve been besieged since my team won the Financial Bridging Award.’

‘Did you win an award?’ Mean Sophie muttered sarcastically under her breath. ‘You should have said.’

‘My PA has to run two diaries for me now, it’s crazy,’ Richenda went on, not seeming to hear the jibe. ‘But what can you do?’

What could you do indeed? Everyone looked sage at the question, although they all knew they wouldn’t have it any other way. The thrill of the chase, the adrenalin rush, the clammy hands and pumping heart when the market was on the rise – it was addictive, and worth any amount of stress.

A BlackBerry beeped and all eyes returned to the table immediately, everyone on constant high alert for business news from the American offices. Same old, same old, thought Polly with a smile to herself. Just how she liked it.

Later – two in the morning later – Polly stumbled into her flat, kicking off her shoes and rubbing her aching calves. She really must catch up on her sleep at the weekend, she vowed, feeling battered with exhaustion after another gruelling day. The thing was, with a job like hers, you could never clock off at five and go home. Just as important was being a player, being seen out in such places, pressing the flesh, staying in the loop. And it had been worth going along tonight. Matt had had some interesting news about GlobalGo, the sportswear company that had scaled the heights of success at high speed, only to be freefalling now. He predicted they were going to be wound up any day, which could have repercussions for some of Polly’s clients. ‘Another one bites the dust,’ Johnny had said knowingly. Business was business.

She fell into her enormous luxury bathroom, which was at least as big as most people’s main bedroom, and snapped on the spotlights. Eww. Not looking pretty, Polly, she thought, catching a glimpse of her reflection in the vast rectangular mirror that hung above the stone basin. Her skin had somehow taken on a greyish tinge lately. Crow’s feet were appearing beneath her eyes, nestling above the dark rings that never seemed to fade. She tutted, peering closer at the mirror itself. The bloody cleaner had left a smear on the glass again. Shoddy – she’d have to have a word with the agency about that. Polly was convinced the cleaner had been slacking off lately. The bed didn’t seem to have been made quite right, either, the other week, and Polly was sure someone had helped themselves to her Crème de la Mer moisturizer. It wasn’t good enough.

She slipped on her silk pyjamas, dimmed the lights in her bedroom, and climbed into her enormous bed, with its drifts of feather pillows, the softest Egyptian cotton sheets and the luxuriously thick duvet. She set her alarm, pulled on her lavender eye mask and then let herself sink into the bed’s embrace. She was asleep within seconds.

Tuesday started just like any other day, with the six o’clock alarm and a drilling hangover. Into the shower, down with some Nurofen and a kick-arse coffee, clothes on, make-up on, then a takeaway breakfast from the deli on the way to the Tube.

‘You look tired, love,’ the guy behind the deli counter said sympathetically as he made her espresso. ‘Reckon you could do with a holiday.’

Polly gave a hollow laugh. Holidays were for wimps. She smiled mirthlessly as she took her breakfast and walked to the Tube station, mentally running through her day ahead. There was a board meeting at eleven, a client meeting at two, cocktails at five for a PR do, and a dinner function with clients at The Ivy. Oh yes, and Hugo Warrington wanted to see her at ten for a chat. No doubt he was going to congratulate her on the Spelman account she’d netted last week. Maybe he would even jack up her bonus on the back of it. Hugo Warrington was the company chairman, the beating heart of WFC. He was fifty years old, enormously rich, and so ruthless you could practically see a dorsal fin through his Savile Row suit jacket. She liked the idea of a cosy chat with him, just the two of them. It was about time he recognized precisely how much clout Polly Johnson had.

On the Tube, off the Tube, into the office, up in the private lift that only management were allowed to use. Another round of ball-breaking, hustling, schmoozing and million-pound transactions was about to begin. Bring it on.

Hugo Warrington’s office was on the floor above Polly’s. The floor of power. Up there, the carpet was so thick a war could break out and nobody below would notice a thing. Up there, the walls were wood-panelled, as if this was an exclusive members’ club – which frankly it was. Up there, Warrington’s team of PAs looked like they’d been massproduced: chic, lithe women with perfect nails and the steely power that came from being gate-keepers to the fortress.

‘He’s expecting you,’ said the humourless redhead whose desk was outside Warrington’s office. ‘Go ahead. Can I get you a coffee, or . . .?’

‘No, thank you,’ Polly replied, striding briskly past the clone. She was hoping she might be treated to something fizzy once she made it over the threshold. Rumour had it Hugo Warrington had a very well-stocked private fridge.

She knocked on the door and went inside. Warrington’s inner sanctum had an even more clubbish, intimate feel, with its dark green walls lined with bookshelves and tasteful ornaments, and his beast of a mahogany desk. A golf trophy gleamed ostentatiously behind his head, while a decanter full of ruby-coloured liquid and a collection of cut-glass tumblers sat a discreet distance to his left on a polished silver tray.

He was behind his desk, frowning at a computer screen, piggish eyes screwed up in a flabby face. At Polly’s entrance, he motioned her over. ‘Take a seat.’

‘Thank you,’ Polly said, tucking herself neatly into the black leather chair opposite his. He smelled of cigar smoke, pungent cologne and wealth.

‘Now, Polly, I know you’ve worked hard for us over the years,’ he began without preamble, scratching his jowls with stubby fingers. ‘You’ve built up a solid client base, you’ve shown commitment and professionalism, and you’ve certainly earned your place on the board.’

Polly felt the hairs on her arms stand on end as she listened to him. Oh my goodness. Praise from Hugo Warrington himself. Result! He was going to give her a massive bonus, she could almost smell it. Maybe even promotion. Get in!

‘However,’ he went on, and that single word was enough to banish her visions of showering banknotes and luxury treats. However? Had she heard that correctly? ‘We find ourselves in difficult times, as you know. The financial world has changed. Stability is at an all-time low, and businesses everywhere are looking to make cuts.’

There was a sudden tightness in Polly’s throat as the words sank into her brain. Ripples of alarm spread through her. Why was he saying this to her? What, exactly, was he building up to?

‘We at WFC have had to take a long, cold look at our figures, and unfortunately they aren’t as good as we’d like,’ he said neutrally. He might have been discussing the weather, or reading the shipping forecast, Polly thought, agitation needling inside her. ‘And so it is with regret that we have been forced to make a structural reorganization of the firm, which will unfortunately result in redundancies across the board.’

Redundancies. Shit. She hadn’t seen that one coming. Was he looking to get her view on suitable candidates perhaps, or . . .?

‘I’m sorry to tell you, Polly, but your position is no longer viable here at the company,’ he said. ‘We’re letting you go.’






Chapter Two


Clare Berry was drowning. No matter how hard she kicked out against the water or how desperately she flailed with her arms, she kept being pulled below the surface, with the tantalizing shimmer of daylight remaining just out of reach above her head. Her lungs were bursting, her heart was pounding and black spots danced before her eyes, but she had to keep trying to push up to the surface and breathe . . .

Then she woke up in a damp sweat in bed, panting and gasping, her hands weakly scrabbling at thin air, a sob escaping her throat. God. That bloody dream again. How many times had she had it now?

She glanced at the clock. Quarter past five, still dark outside. She had to go back to sleep, must try to dream about something nice this time, something unthreatening and lovely, like fluffy kittens or roses blooming or . . . Yikes. She was turning into Julie Andrews, with her list of ‘favourite things’. Any minute now she’d start cutting up the curtains and stitching playsuits for the children, and then she’d officially be demented.

Punching the pillow into a more comfortable shape, Clare rolled over and shut her eyes, but sleep evaded her and the usual worries crowded in like vultures circling. Steve hadn’t sent her any maintenance money for the last two months – she was going to have to chase him up, and that was always so much aggro. Threatening red gas and electricity bills had slithered through the letterbox within the last few days and she still didn’t have a clue how she was going to pay them. It was Leila’s birthday tomorrow, and the bike Clare had been hoping to nab on eBay had gone to a higher bidder at the last frantic second. Alex had been in trouble at school again for fighting, and his teacher had said, all-too-patronizingly, that in her opinion it was because he didn’t have a ‘good male role model in the family home’. To top it all off, the dog had worms.

No wonder she kept dreaming she was drowning. There was no need to call in Dr Freud to analyse that. She was drowning – drowning in stress and guilt and useless-parent feelings. The roof of the cottage was leaking, slugs were annexing the vegetable plot and destroying her lettuces, and the chickens, Babs and Marjorie, had some horrible infection that was making their feathers float off in drifts, and their eyes yellow and gummy-looking. (Why on earth had she agreed to take the wretched birds off Jay Holmes in the first place? Because they were rescue battery hens, and because she was rubbish at saying no to anything, that was why.)

An outsider stumbling upon Clare’s life might see the cottage, the vegetable garden and the chickens and assume she was living in a rustic, rural paradise. From where Clare was sitting, though, it was about a million miles from The Good Life. The Crap Life Where Everything Goes Wrong was more appropriate. Any second now, the proverbial wolf would burst through the door, licking his lips and brandishing a knife and fork, chicken feathers billowing in his wake.

Clare groaned and pulled the duvet further up around her ears. It had been a tough twelve months, ever since Steve had, in true midlife-crisis style, announced that he was leaving her for a hairdresser called Denise who lived in Basingstoke. He’d met her on the Internet, apparently, and it had been love at first click. Well, good riddance to the idiot. She should never have married him in the first place.

Oh, it was no use. She was never going to be able to fall back to sleep now. She’d get up and make herself a cup of tea, Clare decided, and try to think positively about the good things in her life, instead of lying in bed fretting about those she had no control over. She wrapped herself in her dressing gown and padded downstairs.

Reasons to be cheerful . . . Okay. Well, she had two amazing children whom she absolutely adored and doted on. Her parents were both still fit and healthy and she got to see them all the time, as they lived down the road. The village itself – that was another reason to be grateful. She’d lived in Elderchurch her whole life and never wanted to leave. Why would she? It was picture-postcard perfect, with its sweet tumbledown cottages made of red Hampshire brick, the best pub in the world and all her friends. Friends: yet another reason to count her blessings. Whatever happened, she had Debbie and the girls on her side, always had, always would have. And she had a job! Working as a receptionist in the doctor’s surgery might not be the most brain-boggling career choice in the world, but it fitted in with school hours, her colleagues were (mostly) lovely, and at least every day was different.

So what if she hadn’t got the bike Leila had wanted on eBay? She’d spent ages the night before making a chocolate-fudge birthday cake (Leila’s favourite), and her dad had said he’d seen a second-hand bike advertised in the paper the other day. That might do instead. It would be all right.

She poured boiling water into the teapot, feeling slightly better. Children, parents, friends, home, a job . . . Okay, so she might be feeling temporarily downtrodden, but all the big things were there in place, the things that mattered. Bills, a lying ex, disease-ridden pets, trigger-happy eBay rivals . . . they were minor irritants in the grand scheme of things. ‘We’re doing okay really, aren’t we?’ she said to Fred, their soppy old mongrel, who was curled up on his blanket in the corner. He thumped his tail sleepily as if agreeing. ‘It could be a lot worse.’

It was then that she noticed the trail of brown crumbs on the slate floor, and the cake tin lying under the table with its lid off. ‘Oh, Fred,’ she said, hurrying over in dismay. ‘Fred, you didn’t eat the cake, did you?’

Fred’s ears flattened at the change in her tone of voice and he hunched lower in his bed. Clare didn’t know whether to shout in rage or burst into tears when she saw that he’d somehow nosed the lid off the tin and scoffed the entire contents. ‘Oh, great. Just great!’

Tears pricked her eyes. ‘I should give you away to the dogs’ home, you worm-ridden fleabag,’ she fumed, hands on her hips, utterly despairing. ‘So much for man’s best friend,’ she wailed. ‘I thought you were meant to be on my side?’

Fred whined, his eyes liquid and mournful. Then his guts gave an alarming-sounding gurgle . . . and the next moment, before she could react, he’d thrown up everywhere: foulsmelling chocolate-brown puke that splashed over Clare’s feet.

It was clearly going to be one of those days. Again.

Two hours later and the house had swung into its usual morning routine. Ten-tomorrow Leila sat bleary-eyed at the breakfast table, absent-mindedly spooning cereal into her mouth. Her body was definitely there in the kitchen, but her mind was still back in bed, caught in a dream. She always appeared wild and dishevelled first thing, her blonde hair a crazed tangle that looked as if she’d spent the night frenziedly backcombing it.

Meanwhile, Alex, aged eight, had decided he no longer liked any kind of cereal that they had and was turning up his nose at the granary toast, because of the dreaded ‘bits’ that freckled it. ‘Can I have pasta instead?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Clare snapped, feeling every minute of her too-early start. Why hadn’t she tried harder to doze off again? She was going to be grouchy and baggy-eyed all day now. ‘Toast or cereal, what’s it going to be?’

‘What about if I cook it myself?’

‘No, Alex, I said no. Toast or cereal?’

‘I don’t WANT toast OR cereal. I said I want PASTA!’ He kicked petulantly at the table leg and scowled at her, his brown eyes blazing beneath his shock of dark hair. God, he looked just like his dad when he sulked.

‘I am listening to you,’ Clare said patiently. ‘I know you want pasta, and I heard you say you didn’t want toast or cereal. But toast and cereal are what we’ve got for breakfast. That’s what we always have for breakfast. So which is it going to be?’

‘Pasta,’ he said, looking her straight in the eye. ‘That’s what it’s going to be.’

Paging Mary Poppins . . . paging Mary Poppins . . . a voice trilled in Clare’s head. If only. She glanced out of the window in the vain hope that the smartly dressed nanny was floating down with her umbrella, spit-spot. She wasn’t. The only thing coming down from the sky was the sheeting rain. Wonderful.

She took a deep breath and tried not to think about what Steve and Denise might be doing right now, in their mock-Tudor house with the flouncy peach curtains. They didn’t have kids (yet) so were probably still asleep, cuddled up together, her in some hideous nylon camisole, him in his M&S boxers, one hairy leg pushed manfully over her. He was very hairy, Steve: chest, back, legs – privately it had always rather repulsed Clare. She wondered how Denise felt about the issue. Maybe she’d taken one of the salon’s waxing sets home with her to strip him of his fur, to render him a plucked chicken instead?

Ugh. She wished she hadn’t just thought of that. Now she had the image of her ex-husband, naked and pimply, and . . .

Blinking the ghastly image away, she realized Alex was staring defiantly at her, still waiting for her to respond. She half-expected a klaxon to sound, signalling that the daily Battle of Breakfast had now reached stand-off stage.

‘Well, you’ll just have to go hungry then,’ she snapped. She couldn’t be bothered today. Just could not be arsed to go through the whole rigmarole for the seven-hundredth time. Let him go to school with an empty stomach for once, it wouldn’t kill him. It might even make him think twice about these ridiculous breakfast demands next time. ‘Leila, can you eat that a bit quicker, love? It’s nearly eight o’clock.’ Once again her daughter had managed to drag out a single bowl of Shreddies for almost thirty minutes. That had to be some kind of art form, surely? She’d end up as an installation in the Tate if she didn’t watch out.

‘I’m going to have a shower,’ Clare mumbled, pulling her dressing gown around her and heading upstairs. As she went, she heard Alex’s grudging reply – ‘Oh, OKAY THEN, I’ll have cornflakes. If I HAVE to’ – and smiled to herself. One day she’d laugh about this with him. If they were still on speaking terms, that was.

The surgery was busy that morning. There were two different bugs currently doing the rounds, and the patients in the waiting room were either clutching their stomachs and looking peaky or hacking up their throat linings in a revolting cacophony of coughing. ‘Morning,’ Clare said, sitting down at her desk and switching on the PC.

‘Morning,’ said Roxie, her colleague, who was twenty-two. She had peroxide-blonde pigtails and wore a salmon-pink, chiffon, cap-sleeved blouse with an enormous bow at the neck and a short peacock-blue skirt covered in mismatched buttons. Roxie had studied fashion at college and was now saving up to go travelling with some mates. She was economizing by making her own clothes, bleaching her hair with Domestos and using the surgery broadband for her extensive Internet and phone needs. ‘You all right?’

Clare paused for a split-second as she debated going into a full-scale moan about the dog’s vomming episode, but then clocked the chocolate-chip muffin that Roxie had brought in for breakfast and decided it was kinder not to. ‘Not bad,’ she said. ‘You?’

‘Hungover and knackered, and a bit tender in the old nethers, if you know what I mean.’ Roxie winked. ‘Richard insisted on it three times last night. Him on top, me on top, then doggy-style. He could not get enough of me, I’m telling you. Yes, can I help you?’

Clare was always deeply impressed by how Roxie managed to segue so smoothly from spilling saucy sexual exploits into being Miss Butter-Wouldn’t-Melt for the patients. An elderly gentleman was at the counter, his eyes rheumy behind thick glasses, and his liver-spotted fingers trembling as he unwound his scarf.

‘Benson,’ he said. ‘Nine-thirty for Dr Aardvark.’

Roxie’s lips fluttered as if she wanted to giggle and she pinched them quickly together. Clare took over. ‘Mr Benson for Dr Arkwright, yes, okay, take a seat.’

He shuffled away and sat on a blue plastic chair, then sneezed into a voluminous white handkerchief.

‘Go on,’ Clare urged. ‘You were telling me about Richard. Which Richard is this?’

‘Oh, you know, the fit one who used to be in Spooks,’ Roxie replied. ‘He was a right dirty bugger. Very athletic. I was squealing like a pig within five minutes. The neighbours started banging on the wall after a while to shut me up.’

‘Ahh,’ Clare said, putting the kettle on. ‘Sounds good. Did you see Corrie, by the way?’

‘Yeah,’ Roxie admitted. ‘And Masterchef. Then I went to bed with the new Jilly Cooper. God, real life is boring sometimes.’

‘Isn’t it just,’ Clare agreed. ‘Cuppa?’

‘Cheers.’

The surgery where Clare and Roxie worked was in the small town of Amberley, a few miles from Elderchurch. There were five doctors and two practice nurses, and various clinics operated within the centre as well. Tuesday – today – meant the baby clinic, and the one day a week that Clare worked right through until six o’clock. Clare’s mum would pick up Leila and Alex from school on Tuesday afternoons and spoil them rotten for three hours. It was an arrangement that everyone was happy with.

‘Morning, ladies,’ came a voice just as the phone rang.

‘Good morning, Amberley Medical Centre, how can I help you?’ Clare said, picking it up and blushing as Luke Brightside strolled into reception.

‘Morning, Luke,’ Roxie cooed, batting her eyelashes at him. ‘Looking very handsome there today, if I may say so.’

‘Looking very . . . colourful yourself there, Roxanne,’ he bantered in return, rolling his eyes comically at Clare as he walked by, a sports bag slung over one shoulder. She felt herself light up inside at his smile. For all Roxie’s cheeky flirting, he was looking handsome. He always looked handsome. Luke was one of the GPs and he was lovely. He had such a kind face, such understanding, interested eyes and such a deep, sexy voice, she could see why he always had so many female patients flocking to see him. It was enough to make Clare fake an illness herself, the thought of Dr Brightside’s tender bedside manner being lavished on her. In fact, she was getting a hot flush just imagining it . . .

‘Hello? Are you there?’ came a petulant voice down the line, and Clare jerked back to the real world.

‘Sorry, yes, I’m here,’ she replied hastily. ‘Did you say you wanted an appointment? Let me see when we can fit you in.’

Debbie called mid-morning when she knew Clare would be on her break. Debbie had been Clare’s best friend since they were both five years old and had met on their first day at Elderchurch primary school. She still lived in the village too, with her husband Will, four kids, a horse and two dogs. If Clare’s life was the rural idyll gone wrong, Debbie’s was the real McCoy, with the Aga and the Labradors and full acceptance from the horsey crowd, not to mention the successful husband and happy children. It hadn’t always been so easy for Debbie, though – she’d had her first daughter, Lydia, when she was only sixteen, and had been chucked out of school. Then her boyfriend had done a bunk and joined the army, and Debbie had been left high and dry. Things had turned around for her, thank goodness, ever since she’d met Will, although she never took any of it for granted.

‘Wotcha,’ she said now. ‘Just ringing to see if you want a hand on Saturday, or are you all set? I don’t mind being your glamorous assistant, or I can have Alex for you, if he can’t stomach the house being invaded by all those screeching girls, or . . .’

Clare laughed. Saturday was Leila’s party and she was having seven girls from school round for the afternoon. Leila’s dream party had originally been to invite the whole class to a roller disco at the village hall, but even when Mr Button, who did the hall bookings, had offered it to Clare at half-price and Debbie had put forward Will’s services as DJ, it was still going to cost an arm and a leg, when you added in the hire of disco lights plus food for thirty children. Clare had persuaded Leila to scale things down slightly, so they were now having an ‘Arts and Crafts’ party at home. Clare was going to make bath-bombs with the girls, and had picked up some clear plastic boxes in the pound shop that they could decorate with acrylic paints, then fill with their bath goodies.

‘I would love a glamorous assistant,’ she confessed. ‘An extra pair of hands would be fab. I can’t help feeling this birthday is doomed, though.’ And she poured out everything that had gone wrong with the bike, and the cake, and how she wasn’t even sure that Steve was going to remember it was his daughter’s birthday, and whether she should phone him to remind him, or, if he had actually remembered, whether her call would be an insult.

‘Oh, mate,’ Debbie said sympathetically. ‘Ring the brainless berk, I would. The worst that can happen is he’ll be narky with you. And so bloody what if he is. It’s a lot better than Leila getting upset because she thinks he’s forgotten her, right?’

‘That’s true,’ Clare said. She glanced at her watch. ‘I’d better go. Cheers, Deb. See you tomorrow.’

She’d text Steve later rather than phone, she decided, ending the call. That way he wouldn’t be able to hear the desperation in her voice. That way she wouldn’t have to hear his voice either and be reminded how happy she’d once been with him. Keep looking forward, she told herself. The future is bright. You just can’t see it yet, that’s all.

That night when Clare got home, sugar-loaded kids in tow, there were two things waiting for her on the doorstep.

One was a pastel-pink box that the delivery guy had left tucked behind the dustbin. Clare pulled it out to see ‘Little Miss Luxury’ on the address label and guessed, with a groan, that this was her sister’s birthday present to Leila. Little Miss Luxury indeed. What would it be: another expensive, dry-clean-only dress with hand-stitched beads around the hem? Maybe some over-the-top jewellery that Leila would no doubt swap with one of her mates for a packet of felt-tips. Clare could lay money on the fact that it would be nothing that pony-mad tomboy Leila would be remotely interested in. Oh, well. That was Polly for you.

The second item on the doorstep was a battered-looking Quality Street tin with a Post-it stuck on the lid. ‘Open when Leila isn’t looking,’ Clare read in Debbie’s handwriting. She carried it into the kitchen and gave Fred a stern look. ‘Keep away from this, if you value your life,’ she warned him, and prised off the lid. Inside was a Victoria sponge with thick buttercream icing, decorated with chocolate buttons and rainbow sprinkles, and sandwiched with jam and whipped cream.

She felt like running across the field and kissing Debbie. Thank God she had her friends when everything else in her life was going tits-up.






Chapter Three


Polly wasn’t quite sure how she managed the walk of shame out of Hugo Warrington’s office, after his life-shattering bombshell. Somehow her legs worked robotically, one foot after the other, to take her back to the sanctuary of her desk.

Meanwhile her mind was racing with panic. Oh my God. Oh. My. Actual. GOD. She’d lost her job. She’d lost her job. How had Warringon put it again? She was being ‘let go’, that was it. Let go, like an animal released into the wild. Like this would liberate her. Like she should be grateful! The thing was, she didn’t want to be released into the wild. She didn’t want to go anywhere. She wanted to stay in her safe, warm cage – office, rather. Her PC, her phone, her filing cabinet . . . these were all the cornerstones of her world. These things were her world. What did she have, without this place? She spent more time here than in her actual apartment; she often ate dinner here, she’d even slept here occasionally on the stylish grey sofa when she was up against a deadline. And to have it all taken away from her, pulled out from under her feet . . .

She clutched at the table, dizzy and light-headed. Shit. She hadn’t seen that one coming. She’d had absolutely no idea. Usually you got a premonition of bad news at the firm: call it the inner radar, call it the twitching feelers, but generally you heard the whispers being passed along the grapevine. This time – nothing. Not even a knowing look. Twelve years of her life she’d given this place and they were just opening the door and pushing her out again, without a second thought. Bastards. Was she even going to get her bonus now? Christ! She needed that money; had already accounted for most of it. They’d better bloody cough up, or . . .

She grimaced. Or what? She wasn’t sure she had many options all of a sudden.

She buzzed through to Jake. ‘Get me a coffee,’ she said crisply. ‘And make it a strong one.’

Damn. What was she going to do? Warrington had told her she had an hour to gather her things and leave the office. One measly hour. She’d wasted ten minutes already just staring around wide-eyed in horror, frozen to the spot as if rigor mortis had set in.

Her door opened and a burly guy from security appeared with an empty box. ‘This for you, darling?’ he asked. ‘Need a hand clearing your stuff?’

Polly drew herself up to her full height, which, on these particular heels, was an impressive five foot ten. ‘No,’ she said frostily.

He shrugged and dumped the box on the desk. ‘Your call. Personal stuff only, all right? Everything else belongs to the company. We’ll check it on the way out.’

He’d check it on the way out. Polly flushed. Like she was a common criminal, sneaking off with company secrets and juicy dossiers. The nerve of the man. She felt like throwing his wretched box in his porky-pink face. That would show him.

The door closed and Polly eyed the box. That was it? She was meant to fit twelve years’ worth of belongings into that? He had to be joking. Did he not realize just how long she’d worked here? She could fill it five times over without breaking a sweat. She shut her eyes for a few seconds, fists clenched at her sides. Then she took a deep breath. She’d better get on with it.

When Jake came in with her coffee, he stopped and stared. ‘What . . . what’s going on?’

Polly paused from unhooking a framed certificate on the wall. She’d already taken down the outfits that hung on the back of her door in case of an emergency meeting or a last-minute-invitation to a do. The wine-coloured dress, sparkly black shrug and slate-grey bouclé jacket were now slumped over her desk like dead bodies. ‘I’ve got the boot,’ she replied with a hollow laugh. ‘Been made redundant.’

Jake looked from Polly to the box and then back at Polly. ‘Really?’

She nodded, feeling small. Worse than small, actually – insignificant. Just one little cog that was being removed from the machine after spinning diligently as part of its mechanism for what felt like forever. ‘Yep. Got to leave by eleven, Warrington said.’

‘Bloody hell. So . . . so what happens now?’

‘Well . . .’ She paused and shook back her hair. She mustn’t let him see how rattled she was. ‘Well, I’ll get something else, of course. With all my contacts, there’s bound to be—’

‘I didn’t mean you,’ he said, talking over her. Was that scorn she could detect in his voice? ‘I meant, what’s going to happen in the department? What does this mean for me, for the rest of us?’

‘For you?’ She stared at him, taken aback. Of all the self-centred things to ask. ‘Well, I don’t know. I’m afraid I hadn’t thought about you,’ she said, sarcasm biting into her words. ‘I dare say they’ll find something for you to do.’

He wasn’t listening, though. His face was still and pensive, as if he were tuning into some telepathic thought-wave beamed to him from elsewhere in the building. Then his expression cleared. He smiled. ‘Ah, okay, I get it. Marcus was dropping hints the other day about me and him being a good team. Said something about a new position opening up for him. I bet he’ll be moving up the ladder, with you going.’

Polly stiffened. ‘Marcus Handbury?’

‘Yeah. He’s been acting mysterious for a few days. Reckon Warrington must have lined him up to take over your work once you’ve gone.’

‘But he can’t just have my job if I’ve been made redundant!’ she cried. ‘It’s not meant to work like that.’

He shrugged. ‘Well, they’ll call the position something different then, won’t they? That’s what they usually do.’

His tactlessness made Polly reel. ‘Jake . . . I’ve lost my job,’ she said tartly. ‘You could at least show some sympathy.’

His face hardened. ‘Sympathy?’ he echoed. ‘Sympathy? You’re joking, aren’t you?’ His lip curled. ‘This is the best news I’ve had all year.’

She took a step back, bewildered. She never usually felt bewildered. It was an unfamiliar and distinctly unsettling experience. Why was Jake being so rude? ‘I . . . I . . .’ she croaked, eyes bulging. ‘I don’t understand.’

He gave her a tight, flinty smile. ‘I have bust a gut for you over the last few years,’ he said, his voice loaded with contempt. ‘I’ve not just been your PA, I’ve been your shit-shoveller too, doing all your dirty work: your dry-fucking-cleaning, your bloody bill-paying, buying presents for your sodding niece and nephew and Uncle-Tom-fucking-Cobley . . .’ He shook his head, his gaze never leaving hers. ‘It’s not been the most fun job, you know, but I’ve done it without complaining. I’ve done it even though these things have not been in my remit. And yet you’ve never said please. You’ve never said thank you. You’ve never even asked anything about me, about how I’m doing. You’re like a fucking replicant. So no, I’m not sorry you’re leaving. Good-fucking-riddance, that’s what I say.’

He stormed out, leaving Polly staring after him. She swallowed hard. ‘Th-th-thanks for the coffee,’ she stammered, but the words fell uselessly into the silence of the room.

Thirty minutes later Polly had finished packing. It hadn’t taken as long as she’d anticipated. It turned out she had surprisingly little that belonged to her. A few mugs. A spare pair of tights. A half-eaten bag of Haribos. Gum. A packet of paracetamol. Clothes. Certificates. A couple of personal cards sent by satisfied clients. That was the sum total of her twelve years in the place. The collection of items had barely filled the box, after all.

Once she’d collected everything together, she gazed around at the filing cabinets full of documents she’d lovingly written, reports she’d painstakingly compiled, letters she’d dictated, contracts she’d signed . . . All for nothing, now. Those files and folders would be inherited by Marcus-effing-Handbury within hours, by the sound of it.

She was gripped by a surge of vengeful feeling. How easy it would be to steal a wedge of sensitive documents, she thought, a memory stick with the juiciest negotiations, a folder of incriminating emails, passwords to different accounts . . . She could do it. She could stitch up Waterman’s good and proper, and why the hell not, after the appalling way they’d treated her?

Then she drooped, remembering the security guard’s warning about how he was going to check her belongings on the way out. That was why.

Still, a memory stick was small enough to conceal somewhere about her body, wasn’t it? She could hide it under a tissue in her pocket, or down in her shoe. Hell, she could tuck it in her knickers, even; they were hardly going to strip-search her. Were they?

She hesitated. Polly was used to taking risks throughout her career, calculated risks, which usually resulted in a lot of money. So the big question was: did she have the balls to attempt to rip off her own company?

Yes, she did, actually. She most certainly did. Polly Johnson wasn’t going to be made to look a fool by anyone. She’d have the last laugh, she thought, clicking the mouse to awaken her PC from standby. She’d forward a whole bunch of stuff to her personal email account and then . . .

Oh. That was strange. She couldn’t get into the company email system any more. A box with ‘Unauthorized user’ had appeared onscreen. Unauthorized user . . . had they locked her out of the email network already? They had. The bastards!

Sod it, if they were going to play hardball, then so would she. She’d go the whole hog and put some stuff on a memory stick, she decided. In for a penny, in for the whole redundancy package. She tried to open a document, but again, the words ‘Unauthorized user’ appeared. Her courage shrivelled away inside her and she leaned back in her chair, feeling defeated. They’d locked her out of the whole system, she realized. It was as if she were pressing her nose up against the window of the building, no longer allowed to see inside. God, that hurt. How could they be so mistrustful, so defensive? It wasn’t as if she’d been about to bring them down, steal all their secrets, attack from the inside, was it?

Well, all right, she had been tempted. So much for that, though. It clearly wasn’t going to happen. Just for a second she was seized by the mad impulse to grab some of the folders from the filing cabinets and chuck them out of the window, watch them flutter down to Bishopsgate, pages fluttering in the breeze, like doves released by a magician. Then she could hurry downstairs and retrieve them from the pavement, and—

‘Ready for the off?’

The security guard had appeared in her office again; had walked straight in without knocking. She was about to reprimand him for his lack of courtesy, but then remembered. She no longer had that sort of right around here.

‘Just about,’ she said, hoping he hadn’t noticed the deranged way she’d been eyeballing the filing cabinet.

‘Right, let’s be having you then.’

She rolled her eyes, seething as she picked up the box and followed him out. He was actually going to escort her off the premises. Worse, he was using phrases like ‘Let’s be having you’, as if he thought he was some kind of hot-shot cop, when he was just a jumped-up security guard, getting a kick out of someone else’s misfortune. How pathetic.

Still, at least he had a job.

The walk through the open-plan area of the department to the lifts felt like the longest journey Polly had ever made. Everyone was staring. ‘Oh my God, are you leaving? Have they sacked you?’ cried Gloria, an ageing secretary who seemed to have been with the company since it had been established in the nineteenth century.

‘Redundant,’ was all Polly could get out through gritted teeth.

Gasps went from assistant to assistant like a breathy breeze around the room. Redundant? Did she just say redundant?

 Jake was at the photocopier as she approached the lift. She’d have to walk right past him. Should she stick her nose in the air and flounce by, or stop and thank him for his work, say goodbye?

She hesitated and then, at the last moment, he looked up at her with what seemed to be gloating in his eyes. ‘Bye Polly,’ he said, his lip puckering in a smirk.

Any words of thanks she might have spoken vanished instantly from her tongue; any olive branch was immediately smashed into bits. He could whistle for thanks now. She completely ignored him and strode on towards the lift, her heart pounding.

‘Bitch,’ she heard him mutter, and the blood throbbed hard beneath her skin.

She had never been more relieved to see the lift doors part before her. She stepped into the waiting metal box and kept herself rigid and upright until the silver doors closed and they plunged to the ground.

‘Going down,’ the disembodied voice announced.

Goodbye, seventh floor, Polly thought in a daze. Goodbye, Jake and Gloria and all those assistants whose names I never bothered learning. Goodbye, corner office; goodbye, fabulous view over London. I’ll never see you again.

‘Ground floor,’ came the voice from the lift’s speakers, and the doors shuddered apart once more.

Polly felt wobbly on her heels as she stepped numbly into the reception area, where the security guard led her to a small side-office. Goodbye, life, she thought. I’m going to miss you.

Once the contents of her box had been examined (talk about humiliating), she had to hand over her security pass, her laptop, her company credit card and, worst of all, her BlackBerry. It felt like having a limb removed. Goodbye, BlackBerry. I really loved you.

‘Sign here please, Miss Johnson,’ the security guard said, passing her a pen and showing her the dotted line. ‘Thank you,’ he went on, as she shakily scrawled her signature. ‘That’s it, then.’

That was it? Polly blinked. She’d been removed from her office, had her possessions – okay, the company’s possessions – stripped from her, and she was now being shown the door, all in the space of a few hours? Where was the humanity in these people? How could they dismiss her so quickly, as if she were nothing to them?

She remembered with a lurch the last round of redundancies two years ago. She’d gazed on dispassionately as a middle manager, a junior analyst and a couple of assistants had lost their jobs in the same morning. An uneasy silence had skulked around the department while they weepily packed up and left. The sombre atmosphere lasted several hours, and then afterwards it was as if the remaining staff were demob happy – laughing too loudly at the smallest of jokes, relief painted in broad strokes across every face, that it wasn’t them who’d just been binned. As for Polly, she hadn’t paid the whole thing much attention, other than to put on a grave face when the job losses had been discussed in board meetings earlier. Shit happened. Hell, in her job she’d advised numerous companies to make countless redundancies over the years. Privately she hadn’t cared. They had been numbers on a page.

Now it was as if those numbers were springing off the page, materializing into human form one by one, person by person. Her. She envisaged the seventh floor exchanging the same nervous banter in the wake of her departure – the rather-her-than-me expressions, the there-but-for-the-grace-of-Mr-Warrington reflections. They wouldn’t care for long, just as she hadn’t. She would be forgotten by the afternoon, with all the excitement of Marcus moving into her office. Bloody Marcus Handbury. She felt like making a break for it past the security guard and rugby-tackling him in the corridor, pelting him with her fists.

‘Miss Johnson?’ the guard prompted, and she jerked back to the here and now.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘So . . . that’s it? No exit interview or anything?’

He shook his head. ‘The HR team will contact you with the official redundancy package, plus information about claiming benefits or . . .’

Polly glared at him and he ground to a halt. Claiming benefits? What was the man talking about? ‘Very well,’ she said curtly. ‘Perhaps you could call me a cab home.’ Her voice brooked no argument; it was the least the stinking company could do, now they’d stolen everything else from her.

‘Of course,’ he said, dialling a number and speaking a few words into the phone. He turned back to her. ‘Your postcode?’

‘SE1,’ she replied, trying to load it with as much haughtiness as she could muster. Her apartment on the embankment seemed like a glittering refuge all of a sudden. She would barricade herself in there, get into bed and pull the duvet over her head; block out the rest of the world for as long as possible.

Maybe she would wake up and this entire morning would have been a bad dream. She hoped.

She barely noticed the London streets flashing by as the cab took her back over the Thames to her flat. She kept glancing at the contents of her box – the tights, the sweets, the smart clothes – still unable to believe what was happening. As the driver pulled up outside her building, she wondered for a moment if she would have to pay for the journey (surely Waterman’s had stumped up for the cab fare, hadn’t they?), but thankfully the driver merely produced a chit for her to sign and didn’t charge her.

She remembered to thank him – Jake’s words ringing dreadfully in her ears – then let herself into the apartment block and took the lift to her floor. Bloody hell. Her legs were shaking, her head was spinning, her eyes were filling with tears. She blinked fiercely. Don’t cry, she ordered herself. Stuff them. If they didn’t appreciate her, there would be plenty of other people who did. Henry Curtis, for one, the guy who’d been pestering her to meet him for dinner. He’d be first on her list of contacts to call. He’d snap her up in an instant.

She fumbled with her key in the apartment door, the box of stuff balanced awkwardly on her hip. She’d held herself together remarkably well, given the circumstances. Not a sniffle, not a tear, not even an argument. Such dignity, such control. But then her self-congratulation gave way to doubt. Why hadn’t she put up a fight? Why hadn’t she made a defence case more forcefully to Warrington, told him the company couldn’t afford to lose her? Instead she’d been so numb with the shock that she’d taken everything they’d thrown at her without a murmur. What an idiot she’d been.

Well, the first thing she was going to do when she got in, she thought, finally managing to shove open her door and walk through, was—

Someone screamed. Polly screamed too, dropping the box so that it thumped down onto the carpet. There was a strange woman brandishing a Hoover nozzle at her, with a ferocious look on her face. Then the woman clapped a hand to her chest and laughed in relief. ‘Ah! You are she? You are lady, Miss Johnson?’

Polly gathered herself. Oh, Christ. The cleaner. Exactly what she didn’t need right now, some strange woman in her flat, who couldn’t even speak proper English. ‘Yes, I am Miss Johnson,’ she said in her talking-to-foreigners voice, loud and over-enunciated. She bent down and picked up the box. ‘Look,’ she said wearily, ‘just go, will you? I want to be on my own.’

‘I am Magda,’ the cleaner said, without being asked. She was in her twenties at a guess, slim and slight in tight grey jeans and purple Crocs. She had bobbed dark hair with a bright-red streak in one side, lots of earrings and an attitude. ‘Soon finish.’

‘No, finish now,’ Polly ordered, irritation spiking through her. Stupid woman. Today of all days was not the right time for the cleaner to start arguing with her.

Magda shrugged. ‘I no mop floor yet,’ she said. ‘And why you here, Miss Johnson? You have holiday?’

‘No, I don’t have . . . Look, just push off, all right? Leave! I don’t care about the mopping. Just leave me in peace.’ 

Magda stared coolly at this blotchy-faced, high-pitched, shrill woman standing there in her suit and heels. So she thought she could look down on Magda, did she, just because Magda was the unlucky one who had to clean her toilet and scrub her shower? How dare she start playing the big lady to Magda, who sweated, who slaved, who slogged, and all for a miserable pittance? Ha!

Magda folded her arms mutinously across her chest. ‘I am here for three hours,’ she said. ‘I stay for three hours.’

‘Oh for crying out loud,’ Polly yelled. ‘Is this about your poxy pay? Fine, I’ll pay you for three hours then. Do I look like I care about an extra half an hour, or whatever it is? Well, I don’t. So . . .’

But Magda didn’t appear to be listening. She’d dumped the Hoover nozzle right there on the floor and was shrugging on a denim jacket that she’d left on the hall table, along with a tiny khaki shoulder-bag.

‘Okay, I go,’ she said, pausing a moment to check her hair in Polly’s large hall mirror. ‘No need to shout at me, Miss Johnson. I only want to do my job.’

Cool as anything, she walked past Polly, nose in the air, and out the front door. Polly shut it thankfully after her, only realizing then that she had no idea where she should put the Hoover away.

She leaned against the front door and closed her eyes for a moment. Now what?

It was weird being at home on a Tuesday. It was still only eleven-thirty and the rest of the day stretched blankly before her. Twitchy and restless, Polly wandered through the empty rooms of her flat, seeing it all through new eyes. Her enormous black leather sofas and the flat-screen plasma TV . . . she’d hardly used them, now that she thought about it. She wasn’t the sort of saddo who sat and watched TV on her own every night, after all; she was always out with the gang in the Red House, or at a function or launch or evening drinks, mingling her butt off, toasting the latest success. Even at weekends she tended not to slob out in here; she’d often end up in the office, promising herself that she’d catch up for a few hours there, only to blink and realize that it was somehow seven in the evening and she’d spent the whole day at work again.

And now every day was going to be shockingly empty, just like that. A two-minute conversation with Drongo Warrington and her life had imploded. What was left for her to do?

She sat experimentally on one of the sofas. Quite comfortable really. She kicked off her heels and tucked her feet up underneath herself. Even better. She stared around the room wonderingly. What did people do with themselves all day, when they didn’t have a high-powered job in the City? Clare, for example, her sister. She only worked a few measly hours a day and spent the rest of the time mooning about at home. Doing what, exactly? Cleaning? Washing? Ironing the kids’ school uniforms?

Polly shuddered. Poor thing; she couldn’t imagine anything worse. She stood up, about to check her emails, before remembering that she no longer had a BlackBerry. Or the company laptop. Christ. She sat down again, putting her head in her hands. Talk about a blow, losing all those contacts in one swoop. Why had she never thought to back them up? She had to get hold of some new kit immediately.

But first . . . Hell, this was the first actual day off she’d had in months. How did she work the TV again?
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