


[image: images]






[image: images]





For Ells


Just keep swimming.


(With occasional yoga. And pauses for wine.)
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Read on for an extract of The Last Summer


Chapter One


The Stolen Hours




Prologue


Mediterranean Sea, off the Côte d’Azur, late July 2018


She fell backwards through the air, picking up speed quickly, her green silk dress flapping loudly against her skin like a startled bird’s wings. Her hair streamed upwards, framing her last view like willow fronds as she plummeted silently through the night. It had all happened too quickly for her to feel any fear and there was a strange calmness to knowing that it would all be over any moment now. These past few months had broken her and so, perhaps, this was not the calamity it seemed as her eyes watered and her body braced. Perhaps it was merciful. Kind, even. This was not living. It was no life.


She would be gone, yes.


But she would also be free.




Chapter One


New York, early July 2018, six weeks earlier


‘Right, nobody panic,’ Xan said, standing up from his chair on the other side of the desk and waving his arms at them in a panicky manner. ‘But I need thirty penguins for a black-tie party in East Hampton. Now.’ He pushed his hands towards them both in a point. ‘Go!’


‘I love penguins!’ Poppy gasped, swinging from side to side on her spinning chair, all gangly limbs, and sipping on a green juice.


Chloe sank her chin into her hand. ‘Why do you need penguins at a black-tie party? Or is that just a ridiculous question?’


‘Seriously?’ Poppy deadpanned. ‘I can’t believe you even need to ask.’


Xan walked around the bank of desks and came and sat on the pile of paperwork between theirs. ‘The client wants them to mingle.’


‘Mingle. Huh,’ Poppy nodded, as though their sociability was the pertinent point. She finished typing an email and gave a loud exhale. ‘Well, just so long as they don’t want them serving the drinks. That really would be unreasonable.’


Chloe chuckled. God, she loved her job and the fact that this counted as just another day at the office. ‘What time’s the party starting?’


Xan pouted. ‘Two hours.’


‘Right,’ Chloe said slowly; the Hamptons were a three-hour road-trip from here as it was, and that was before you counted in that it was late Friday afternoon and most of Manhattan was trying to get out there too. ‘So then you’re looking at a helicopter.’


Xan shrugged. ‘I’ll get a Tornado if I have to – have you ever spoken to that woman?’ Chloe shook her head. ‘She makes Melania look low-maintenance.’


Poppy guffawed. She had the type of Julia Roberts mouth that reached beyond the outer edges of her eyes when she smiled – which was a lot. She was a curious contradiction of extremes – rail-thin body and super-tall, but with oversized eyes and fluffy baby-blonde hair. She was one of the most senior members of the team and yet she wore her authority lightly – anyone walking in off the street might mistake her for an intern.


‘I’ve just put a hold option on the Augusta Grand at the TSS heliport. I think it’ll be big enough to take thirty penguins, don’t you?’ Xan mused.


Poppy’s eyes danced again. ‘Oh, intriguing maths question! How many penguins does it take to fill an Augusta Grand? What is the cubic volume of an average penguin these days?’ she asked, looking at Chloe with an earnest expression.


Chloe sat back and swung in her chair too. They spent much of their days like this. ‘Depends, Pops. Are we talking Emperor, or your common-or-garden Antarctic variety? Otherwise, it’s like comparing apples and pears.’


‘Apples and pears? Stairs?’ Her voice was plummy and far too enunciated to pull off mockney convincingly, just as its lanky owner wasn’t fooling anyone with her carpenter dungarees; Poppy Langham was a viscount’s daughter with half the sheep in Shropshire grazing on her family’s land.


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Xan sighed with a tut as they collapsed with laughter beside him; sometimes, being the only English people on the team was as foreign as coming from Mars – and just as fun.


‘It’s the cockney rhyming slang we told you about, remember?’ Chloe said, patting his knee. An avid Anglophile, Xan was often in thrall to their niche colloquialisms, although he rarely managed to deploy them correctly himself and once told their boss, Jack, on the way out to lunch, that his new car was the bee’s legs.


But even he had no time for a lesson in the finer points of English slang today. ‘And that helps me with my penguins how?’


Poppy put her feet up on the desk – red and white chequerboard Vans today – a clear sign she was ready to work. ‘Right, well assuming a chopper transit time of thirty minutes, that means we’ve got ninety minutes to track down a colony.’


‘Ninety?’ Chloe queried. ‘I’d go with seventy. It’s rush hour, the traffic to the heliport?’ She gave a shrug.


‘You’re so right,’ Poppy nodded. ‘Seventy minutes. That’s what you’ve got to work with to hunt them down.’


‘Well, all this maths advice is great,’ Xan said sarcastically, picking up her juice and finishing it off, the sucking of the straw making a wonderful feature of his cheekbones. ‘But besides the cubic volume of a penguin and allowances made for rush hour, can you tell me where to find the damned birds?’


There was a brief hiatus in discussions.


‘Hmm.’ Poppy gave a mournful sigh, tapping a finger against her generous lips. ‘I definitely know where you can’t get them.’


‘The zoo?’ Chloe posited.


‘Exactly so,’ Poppy marvelled, pointing at Chloe as though she were a gameshow contestant on a lucky streak. She looked back at Xan with a stern expression. ‘The paperwork’s a bitch. You’re looking at a week, basic.’


‘Okay, so not the zoo. How about the—’


‘Aquarium?’ Chloe suggested.


He nodded. ‘Yeah, exactly. The aquarium.’


Poppy pulled a pitying expression. ‘Same problem.’ She waggled her very-chewed Bic at him. ‘What you need is a private collector.’


‘Or an eccentric billionaire?’ Chloe cut in. ‘There’s bound to be one who keeps them as giant chess pieces or something.’


‘Very true,’ Poppy said, nodding in agreement.


‘Yes, but who has a private collection of penguins on the eastern seaboard?’ Xan asked, looking panicked. ‘I mean, I know several ornithologists – Bob Truman has . . . owls and falcons? Some eagles too, I think.’


‘Trump probably has a flock of flamingos at Mar-a-Lago you could borrow,’ Chloe offered.


Xan repressed a shudder. ‘That really would mess with the dress code. It’s supposed to be a black and white party.’


‘Oh. Bummer.’ She leaned back in her chair, swinging side to side in half-circles, her eyes pinned thoughtfully on a commuter ferry sailing down the East River. The sun was skimming through the tower blocks at a sharp angle as it slid down the walls of the sky, lending the water’s usual green tint a coppery patina. She reached for her new Dior cat-eye shades – she always left a pair dangling over the corner of her screen for just such emergencies – arching her eyebrows questioningly at Poppy.


‘Mmm. Very nice,’ Poppy said approvingly. ‘Are those the ones Charlize Theron had?’


‘Yeah, I saw them in Barneys. You like?’


‘I love. Can I try them on?’


‘Hello? My penguins?’ Xan interjected as they began playing dress-up. ‘I’m running out of time here. How far north do you think we can go in a chopper to get back to the Hamptons in time for the party? We could be nudging into Maine, maybe even Quebec?’


‘Yeah, maybe,’ Poppy agreed, admiring her reflection in the tiny mirror Blu-tacked to the corner of her screen.


‘I mean, Canada’s cold,’ he continued as she pulled a pout. ‘It’s freezing. They’ve got to have penguins.’


Poppy gave him a sad shake of the head. ‘Penguins are indigenous to the Antarctic Circle, babe. Canada has bears.’


Chloe gave a mournful sigh. ‘If only she’d asked for bears!’


‘Now that certainly would be a party no one would forget . . . It’d be a black and white and red dress code pretty damn quick,’ Poppy giggled, amusing herself.


An idea came to Xan, his face brightening. ‘Wait – never work with kids or animals, right? But some people do. That’s their specialism. So that’s what I need – the name of an animal trainer. Someone in film.’


‘Sounds good,’ Poppy nodded, handing Chloe back her glasses.


Xan gasped again, becoming animated now. ‘Oh! There was that Jim Carrey film a few years ago, wasn’t there? That had penguins. Oh, oh! What was it called?’ he asked, snapping his fingers excitedly as he tried to recall the name. ‘. . . Mr. Popper’s Penguins!’


Poppy did a full revolution in her chair, her ridiculously long legs zigzagging to keep her feet off the ground. ‘I loved that film! We bunked off a geography field trip to go and see it when I was in the Upper Fifths.’


‘I think I must have missed it,’ Chloe wrinkled her nose and did a spin of her own.


‘Oh babe, you’ve gotta see it.’


‘Right – so we just need to find out who supplied the birds for that,’ Xan mumbled, giving up on their help and rushing back to his side of the desk. ‘They might have a contact on this coast . . .’ His voice trailed off. ‘. . . What’s this?’ He read something on the screen before looking up at Poppy. ‘You’ve already sent me a number?’


‘Oh. Yeah,’ Poppy shrugged. ‘The guy owns a wildlife reserve in Vermont; he hires out some of the animals to certain events to fund his conservation activities.’


‘But . . . but why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?’ he almost shrieked. ‘I’ve just wasted ten minutes standing talking to you.’


‘Not wasted, Xan. The journey is the destination, remember,’ Poppy grinned, shrieking as an açai berry was flicked her way.


Chloe laughed, returning to her own work. As the Corporate Partnerships Director she didn’t have to get her hands dirty dealing with the weird, wacky, bizarre and often outright strange requests of their members. Rather, it was her remit to find inroads with companies with overlapping synergies and customer demographics to theirs, securing deep discounts and ready access for their members. Invicta was already the premier luxury concierge club across Europe and although America was a relatively new frontier for the company, operations here were growing faster than anywhere else globally; she had only been based in the New York office for five months but, as in London, much of her time was spent networking, breakfasting, lunching and generally schmoozing for the greater good, with the result that she already knew the city more intimately than most of its born-and-bred inhabitants. They say it takes three winters before someone can call themselves a New Yorker but she already had her ear to the ground of this city, she had taken its pulse and she knew exactly what would make its heart beat faster – be it a new Soho House outpost, the opening of Ian Schrager’s latest hotel or Scandinavia’s Noma doing a $2,000 per person, one-off pop-up dinner at members-only club Spring Place. Since arriving in February, she had thrown herself into her work with the zeal of ten men and there was not a five-star hotel bar she hadn’t drunk in, a Michelin-starred restaurant she hadn’t dined in. Poppy was as much her dance-floor partner as she was her desk-mate and Chloe had started to become accustomed to seeing photographs of the two of them in the social pages several mornings a week. But if it sounded great – it was great – her definition of luxury had changed, and as she began to feel her new roots graft to the bedrock of this city, nothing was more enticing than the prospect of a quiet night in; there was only so much top-end living a quiet former Brownie from Northumberland could take.


‘Yessss,’ Poppy said, putting the phone down and giving a little fist pump.


‘What?’


‘That was the confirmation I’ve been waiting for, to say that Alexander can have a week’s exclusive use at the new Soneva resort in the Maldives. It doesn’t open for another month, but you know how he gets about his privacy.’


Chloe did indeed know. Poppy was a lifestyle manager for the top-tier clients; she only ever handled five at a time – a membership fee of $200,000 a year bought her almost-exclusive attention – and Alexander Subocheva was the top banana. An old-school oligarch, with a mining, hotel and electronics empire with outposts around the world, he lived one of the most extraordinary lives on the planet. Absolutely nothing was off limits to him. When he had wanted to ride motorbikes down Big Sur with Tom Cruise, Poppy had arranged it. When the world’s only remaining privately owned Leonardo da Vinci had come up for auction, he had sent her along to get it for him so that it could be hung above the bed in his private jet. This holiday sounded entirely reasonable under the circumstances; he might as easily have asked to vacation on the moon as there.


‘Nice.’


Beside her, Poppy’s fingers tapped on the keyboard as she fired off a happy email to his executive assistant.


‘How’s Pelham, by the way? Did they get out okay?’


Poppy groaned. ‘Only just – not that he knows that.’ She had spent most of yesterday trying to charter a fully skippered yacht to sail her favourite – rather beleaguered – client Pelham, Lord Hungerford, from Belize to Tulum after their driver, heading for the jungle, had called to say they’d been targeted by Guatemalan bandits and were being followed. Poppy, who remembered the ‘flexibility’ of official authorities there from her gap year, had calmly told him to head for the coast and she’d deal with the rest; Chloe had overheard her – it had been like she’d been giving directions to the pub. ‘As far as he’s concerned, we changed itinerary because of the weather forecast.’ She grinned. ‘Poor Pelham.’


Chloe couldn’t help but laugh. It was a refrain she heard a lot: ‘Poor Pelham’; after thirty years’ philandering, gambling and squandering of the family fortune, he’d had an epiphany when his fourth wife ran off with his stepson from his second marriage, and had spent the best part of the last year trying to win back his first wife, Clarissa – ‘the love of my life and the best thing that ever happened to me, but I was too bloody blind to see it,’ he’d moaned down the phone to Poppy. He and ‘Rissa’ had settled into a comfortable friendship over the years – she had chosen to forgive his betrayal ‘for the children’s sake’ – but although she was happy as his ‘companion’ in their newly warmed-up relationship, she refused to countenance moving to anything more formal again, despite Pelham’s ever more extravagant declarations of love. He had been trying to propose for several months but kept being thwarted in his attempts, not just by Rissa’s stubbornness but by various acts of God too, and now . . . lawless South American bandits.


‘So anyway, Elle and I are hitting Montauk this weekend if you fancy it?’ Chloe said, flicking through a ritzy brochure outlining a projected luxury property development in the Swiss Alps; she was negotiating a deal for their members to get first dibs and buy off-plan, and she had a meeting pencilled in for the following week to tie down terms. ‘We’re getting the 7.09 p.m. Jitney.’


‘Ugh, I’d love to but I really can’t.’ Poppy flopped again, throwing her long limbs out like a starfish, head tipped back so that her hair dangled down almost to the base of her chair. ‘I’ve got to stay here, just in case. Alexander’s got his big dinner tonight and I cannot afford for a single thing to go wrong. He’s got it all so top-secret.’


‘Why the big fuss?’ Chloe could only imagine the combined net worth around that particular dinner table – equivalent to the GDP of a lesser European power, perhaps?


‘He’s rooting out some potential investors for the hotel chain; he’s pretty keyed up about it so I need everything to go off perfectly.’


‘Which it will.’ She knew better than anyone the effort Poppy had gone to. As her neighbour, she had overheard everything from the genesis of the idea to its execution. Alexander’s brief had been: ‘Something spectacular, unforgettable. A statement of my unique vision and pioneering luxury.’ And so Poppy had come up with a silver-service dinner on an iceberg.


The logistics had been formidable – high winds, and the inherent fragility of the iceberg that had been identified as best suitable for the job meant arriving by helicopter wasn’t an option, and Poppy had not only sorted out the catering and travel logistics to get the select few guests to Greenland, but had also arranged for each of them to be measured – wherever they had happened to be in the world at that point – for bespoke reindeer-hide suits that would be ready and waiting for them to change into on the jet. Once they landed, dog-pulled sledges and drivers were waiting on the ground to transport them to the safest disembarking point off the mainland (which was changing daily due to the ice melt) from where a Rib of ex-Navy Seals would take them to the iceberg. An ice sculptor had spent the past three days carving a turned staircase for them to walk up and a fleet of butlers were going to be waiting at the top with trays of perfectly chilled vodka. It was incredible, ridiculous. Exactly what passed as normal for a man like Alexander Subocheva.


‘Well, it’s a shame you can’t come tonight – we’re hitting that new steak place in Amagansett – but the spare bed’s still free if you want to swing by,’ Chloe said. Elle had rented a tiny cottage in Montauk for the summer season but Chloe was so often spending the weekends in it too, that she was chipping in with the rent. Strictly speaking it was a two-bedder, but Poppy wasn’t too grand to sleep on the small two-seater sofa-bed in the living room, her bare feet dangling over the end of the mattress.


She put down the ski resort brochure and reached for her bag. Friday six o’clock meant it was officially the weekend. She was outta here.


‘Hmm, Sunday day could be good. What time will you be leaving to come back?’


‘Not till late. If you got the first bus down—’


Poppy gave a lopsided grin. ‘Alternatively, Alexander will be back by then. If he’s choppering in to his compound, I might try to cadge a lift with him.’ Her phone rang again. ‘I’ll text you, let you know.’ She picked it up and shot Chloe a wink as she drained the remains of her water bottle. ‘Hey, Mike, how are you? Still in LA I see . . .’


Michael Greenleve, music producer, cockney as a pearly king but now a high-roller in LA. Chloe felt she almost knew Poppy’s clients by heart too. Sitting in such close proximity meant conversations were rarely private and, as such, Chloe knew he liked rock but not reggae, took his steak rare, smoked only Partagás Serie D cigars, was on his third wife, had just ordered the new invitation-only LaFerrari Spider, had mistresses in both the Hills and Hawaii, where he did a lot of his recording (both mistresses knew about the wife but not each other), and was currently committed to a high-intensity interval-training exercise programme that had seen him rushed to emergency care twice – without a single conversation explicitly about him ever passing between them.


‘Down to San Francisco . . . ?’ she heard Poppy’s voice receding behind her. ‘In a sub . . . ? Ohmigod, Mike, that sounds amazing! . . . Yes of course I can. When were you thinking . . . ?’


Montauk, Long Island, the next day


Embers from the beach fire twisted in the air before them, performing gymnastic leaps and arcs against the blushing dusk, the cool beads of condensation sliding down the beer bottles in their hands. Chloe was sitting in a low-slung Adirondack chair, her bum almost grazing the deck, her long bare legs extended up onto the low balustrading of the stoop with a view of the surf crashing beyond, the soundtrack from inside the bar just a mellow backbeat out here. She was examining her toes and wondering whether the baby-blue polish had a touch of the hypothermic about it as Elle, sitting beside her, caught up on her Instagram feed.


They had enjoyed another of their signature lazy days on the beach, although the definition of lazy here was quite different to her understanding of the word when she had lived back in Chiswick: instead of a lie-in, hangover, greasy spoon brunch and an afternoon on the sofa or, if the weather was nice, lying on a blanket in Dukes Meadows, her Saturdays here consisted of a five-mile hike around the Point, a Pilates class and a game of beach volleyball, before she could justify a prolonged flop on the sand all afternoon.


Chloe pressed her fingers to the skin by her eyes; it felt salted and tight now, in spite of her crazed SPF30 habit that saw her reapply layers every ninety minutes without fail. But then, she had Celtic blood, it was obvious just from looking at her; her father had always described her pale skin and freckles as being like nutmeg sprinkled on milk. She’d inherited his hazel-green eyes and her mother’s luxuriantly thick auburn hair – she wasn’t made for five hours on white sand; she was built for northern winters and cable-knit sweaters, gathering logs and drinking cocoa.


Elle, on the other hand, was born to days like these – almost six feet tall and of Ghanaian descent, her blue-black skin gleamed defiantly right back at the sun, her limbs so long and lean it was like lying next to Naomi Campbell, skin as taut as a trampoline. The only thing to bother her in this landscape was getting sand in her hair – a magnificent Afro that easily added another five inches to her height. Beside her, Chloe couldn’t have looked more like a former hockey-playing English schoolgirl if she’d tried. A soul singer with a voice like warm honey and ginger, Elle was born to the stage – her voice demanded it, her physique commanded it and subsequently, she held something of a niche cult status in the cabaret bars and party scene of downtown Manhattan. No party could swing without her. She was always the most vibrant and fabulous person in a room – helped by a penchant for colourful vintage clothing – and Chloe was still occasionally taken aback to think that this bird of paradise had so completely taken her under her wing. The first time they’d met had been at the Strand bookshop on 12th and Broadway; they’d both reached for the same title when there was only one copy left. Elle, who had got her hands on it first, had suggested sharing it and meeting up for coffee to discuss it afterwards. The coffee, ten days later – they had both raced through the story – had segued into dinner and then dancing in a club in SoHo, and just like that, a friendship had been born. They’d barely left each other’s sides since and with Poppy frequently joining them too, Chloe had felt the first buds of her new life here begin to flower.


‘So where d’you wanna eat?’ Elle asked, dropping her head back on the chair and looking at her with a desperate expression. She did this a lot, her hunger coming on in sudden, violent bursts; when she needed to eat, the word ‘now’ was always silently attached to it.


Chloe’s eyes narrowed in consideration. She was always hungry, not just sporadically. ‘Are you feeling burgers? Or pizza?’


‘Right now, I’m vibing both.’


‘Well let’s go to Navy Beach, then. It’s closest and we should be able to get a table quickly.’


‘Sounds like a plan,’ Elle said, tucking her long legs in and standing up. It was like watching a baby giraffe waking up. ‘I’ll get the tab. My turn.’


She disappeared inside, the top of her hair brushing the doorway. Chloe stared out to sea and watched the last of the boats coming back in from a day on the water, the lights of the marina further along the headland already flashing beacons. She tracked the lights with her eyes, barely bothered to move her head. She didn’t want to move; she felt limpid and relaxed, the beer adding a gentle buzz to the warm night. She would sleep well tonight, she already knew, and she hoped Elle didn’t want to go clubbing later, that they could let their evening drift to a drowsy close. Clubbing meant more drinks and small talk with nameless men, eye contact and suggestive dancing. And whilst that worked for Elle, these easy hook-ups, they were a complication she didn’t need; not yet. She kept trying to get herself there but she wasn’t in that place yet. It was too soon.


Her own phone rang on the deck beside her chair and, for a moment, she was tempted to leave it. Especially when she saw it was from work. She picked it up because it was from work.


‘Hello?’ she asked quizzically. No one from the office ever called her at the weekend.


‘Chloe? It’s Jack.’


‘. . . Hi, Jack!’ She couldn’t hide the astonishment in her voice. Jack Mortimer was one of the company’s founding partners, a good-looking, tall, former public school boy with a flop in his hair that would make Hugh Grant sigh with envy. He had rowed for Cambridge and was what her mother – who had a gift for summing people up with neat accuracy – would have called ‘an old-school playboy’ with a renowned love of the cards, horses and women. He was famously horizontal most of the time, but caught at the wrong moment, on the wrong day, he could be offhand, mercurial and quick-tempered – a cat with claws. ‘What’s up? Is everything okay?’


‘Not really, no.’ He sounded distracted. ‘Look, where are you?’


‘In Montauk.’ Her eyes fell to the inky horizon again.


‘Oh great,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Practically halfway to London then.’


What? That wasn’t remotely true, although clearly it was undesirable to him that she wasn’t still on East 10th. Something was wrong. She rose to standing, going to lean on the balustrade. The last wink of day was barely a slit on the horizon, night’s dark chariots pulling down jet curtains, the sea breeze beginning to pick up. ‘Jack, what is it? What’s wrong?’


‘Look, Chloe, I need you to get back to Manhattan.’


‘Okay,’ she said slowly, wondering what was going on. ‘I can leave first thing, but—’


‘No. I need you to get back here, like, now.’


‘Now?’ she spluttered, looking at the beer bottle in her hand; it was her third. A gentle numbing fuzz was beginning to settle over her. ‘But why? What’s happened?’


There was a pause and she could almost hear his struggle in the vacuum.


‘Jack?’ Her hand gripped the phone more tightly, her eyes pinned to the boat on the horizon now, as though she needed something to hold on to. She felt the anticipation build in her with every breath, fear beginning to creep like a mist.


‘There’s . . . there’s no easy way to say this, Chloe . . . there’s been an accident.’


‘. . . Are you okay?’


‘Not me.’ She heard him take a deep breath. ‘It’s Poppy.’


‘What?’ Chloe gasped, feeling the blood pool to her feet as she forgot to breathe.


‘She was hit by a car as she left the office tonight. Some fucking idiot careered onto the kerb –’ He swallowed. ‘. . . The driver fled the scene. The police are looking for him now but by all accounts it happened so quickly, it was over and he was gone before people even knew what was happening.’


A car driving onto the kerb? No. This couldn’t be happening. ‘Do they think it was a terrorist act?’ Chloe whispered, scarcely able to believe she was asking the question. Two minutes ago, it had just been another regular Saturday night . . .


‘No. At this point, everything suggests a drunk driver. Hit and run.’


She scrunched her face up at his answer; was it preferable? Where was the comfort in it being an accident, knowing that it was simply random, just plain bad luck, the ultimate case of wrong place, wrong time?


‘But is she okay? I mean, she’s okay, right?’ She saw Elle, who had come back now and was standing by their chairs, questions on her face as she took in Chloe’s urgent tone.


There was a pause. ‘We don’t know anything yet, the doctors will only liaise with next of kin. But from what I understand, she’s still unconscious.’


‘Still? What do you mean, “still”?’ Her voice was shrill, tight as a wire.


‘According to eyewitnesses at the scene, she hit her head on impact.’


Chloe gasped again. ‘No!’


‘But . . . but on the plus side, the paramedics were there within minutes. She’s going to be fine, Chloe,’ he said with determination, as though that alone would decide it. ‘She’ll pull through this. Poppy’s strong.’


Chloe didn’t answer – exactly how strong did you have to be to take on a car and win?


She couldn’t process this. She couldn’t think straight. It was as though the world had tilted ninety degrees on its axis and her feet were sliding . . . ‘Have her parents been informed?’


‘Yes. We’ve booked them on the next flight out. They’ll be here by morning.’


‘I’ll collect them from the airport then,’ Chloe murmured, gathering herself, trying to rally.


‘No need. I’ve already told them I’ll do it.’


‘But there must be something I can do.’


‘There is, it’s why I’m calling. I need you to get back to Manhattan and pick up Poppy’s client load.’


Chloe’s jaw dropped. ‘Me?’


‘I know it’s a lot to ask. This is all a lot to take in. Trust me, I know.’


‘But, Jack,’ she stammered, trying to keep up, to make her brain function. Why was he even thinking about work at a time like this? ‘I don’t do front-of-house, for one thing. I’m nowhere near experienced enough. I don’t have the contacts or the . . . the nous to handle her clients.’


‘Give yourself more credit, Chloe, you’re easily up to this. Tom told me how you stepped in when they had vacancies in London.’


‘But that . . . that was a different level. General membership – tickets to a Bieber concert, dinner reservations at the Firehouse. I’d be no good with the big boys.’


There was a pause. ‘Chloe, please. There’s no one else I can ask.’


‘What about Serena?’


But it felt like treachery even suggesting it. Poppy didn’t have the darkness in her to hate anyone but if she had, she would have hated Serena Witney. Serena was the only other VIP lifestyle manager in the New York office, but the two women couldn’t have been more different, and it was no accident of design that their desks were at opposite ends of the office. Whilst Poppy’s clients adored the warmth, bohemianism and witty irreverence that belied her formidable professional capabilities, Serena’s admired her for a service that was cool and clinical. She was never late or unprepared, tired or anything less than immaculate, and she looked upon her own clients’ successes as a proud mother would, basking in the reflected glory. Poppy had no objection to that, as she’d muttered to Chloe many times over lunch, stabbing her kale with her fork, but she did object that Serena was neither a team player nor an adequate manager to the more junior associates on her desk and only ever seemed interested in engaging in a battle of egos with her. Poppy handled Serena’s brittle nature the best way she knew how – by taking the mickey – and when she’d joked that Serena had only ever taken the job to land herself a rich husband, Poppy had seen the glimmer of fear in her eyes and subsequently repeated it at every possible opportunity.


‘Serena handles Lorenzo Gelardi,’ Jack said with barely repressed weariness.


‘Oh. God, yes.’ How could she have forgotten? Lorenzo Gelardi was Serena’s own pet mogul, heir to a shipping fortune which he had taken and built up into a world-leading logistics empire. The fact that he and Subocheva despised each other – Alexander’s model wife had once been engaged to Lorenzo – only served to further polarize Serena and Poppy’s positions and embed their own rivalry. If the men were to find out they were both clients of the same concierge company things would become difficult enough; there was simply no question of both of them being handled by the same lifestyle manager too.


‘So you can see why I need you back here and holding the fort – pick up Poppy’s client list and keep them happy, that’s all I’m asking. Just until she recovers. Which she will.’


‘Of course.’ Chloe nodded, hearing his optimism, wanting to feel it. She watched a wave barrel towards the shore, rearing up as though holding its breath, before smashing down into oblivion. She watched the foam bubble and hiss before it sank into the sand. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Poppy – mown down. By a drunk. Just a regular Saturday night out . . .


He heard her silence and registered it as disapproval. ‘Look. I know I must sound like a heartless git talking about clients at a time like this, when all any of us cares about is Poppy pulling through. Believe me, I feel demented about it, I want to kill the bastard who’s done this to her. But there’s nothing I can do, and sitting around, out of our minds and letting everything go to pot, isn’t going to help her – and it could actively hurt us; she wouldn’t want that. She would know we can’t leave her clients dangling whilst they’re waiting for her to get better. They all adore her, of course they do, but let’s not fool ourselves – if we don’t keep their juggernauts rolling in the interim, someone else will. Their sympathy will run short if they can’t continue their own lives as normal.’


‘Jack,’ she sighed. ‘I hear what you’re saying, but there must be others better placed to fill in for her than me. Xan, for example. I’m the newest member of the team here.’


‘Yes, but you’ve also worked for the company overall for longer than any of them. Not to mention you fit the profile – Poppy’s clients like an unflappable English voice at the end of the line.’


‘Yes! Because her father’s a peer of the realm. They like the nobility by association. I don’t have that. My father was a maths teacher.’


‘Listen, you sit next to Poppy, you overhear her conversations, the tone she uses with her clients, what they like. You know them, even if you don’t know that you do. Trust me, there’s no one better qualified for this than you.’ He took a breath. ‘Plus, Poppy would choose you to cover for her, you know she would.’


Chloe closed her eyes, knowing he was right. She tried to think, to pull herself together. ‘Did the iceberg dinner go to plan, do you know?’


‘I haven’t heard otherwise so I assume so. Subocheva’s never slow to make his displeasure known, let’s face it.’


‘Well I guess that’s something. She had been planning it for weeks. Did you know she even had special reind—’


‘On to the next, Chloe,’ he said briskly. ‘That’s old news. Subocheva will already be on to the next thing so you must be too. It’s why I need you back here. You need to get up to speed with where he’s at and find out exactly what he needs next.’


‘But what if I can’t do it, Jack?’ she winced, winding her fingers in her hair. ‘I don’t have Poppy’s contacts, her imagination.’


‘Fake it till you make it. Just keep smiling and saying yes. Nothing’s impossible, only time-consuming. Come to me or Tom if you hit a wall.’


As if. ‘I guess,’ she agreed, biting her lip nervously.


‘Look, you’re not alone in this, Chloe. We’ll support you in every way we can but you need to remember you’re doing this to support Poppy. It’s the best way you can help her right now. We’re all left hanging, not knowing how she is or what’s going on. The only thing we can do is keep the balls in the air for her till she gets back and starts trying to convince everyone she’s really a cabbie’s daughter from Peckham.’


Chloe tried to chuckle, smile even, but the horror of her loud, lanky friend stretched out on a hospital bed with God-only-knows-what injuries meant her body wouldn’t obey. ‘You’re right. It’s for Poppy. She’d hate for her clients to be let down. I think . . .’ She frowned as something came to her. ‘I think it’s Pelham’s daughter’s birthday next week. I’ll need to check the file.’


‘Do that.’


‘And . . .’ She thought back, recalling Poppy’s phone conversation as she’d left the office yesterday. ‘I think she was setting up something on a sub for Mike Greenleve.’


‘Sub? As in submarine?’


‘Yes.’


She heard him sigh again. ‘. . . Okay. Then check on that, see where she got to with it. But this is good. This is what I meant, Chloe – you’re the only one for the job. You know more than you think you do. All those little snippets and passing details. You just need to think back to things you heard and tap in. It’s all in there. Just come back here and start getting up to speed with what she was working on; I’m in Palm Beach at the moment – flying back in an hour – but we’ll touch base again tomorrow. Hopefully by then there’ll be some update from the hospital too.’


‘God, I hope so,’ Chloe said with urgency. ‘Please God let her be all right.’


‘We’ve just got to keep calm and carry on,’ he said, before ringing off. Chloe stared at the phone, marvelling that he’d actually, in all seriousness, used the tea-towel cliché.


But he was right. What other choice did they have?




Chapter Two


Hotel Crillon, Paris, July 2018


Elodie swung a crossed leg as the house model struck a pose, the girl’s eyes fixed on a painting behind her head. She recognized the look in those eyes all too well, the particular blankness that comes from a severely restricted diet and nights spent drinking tequila, the detachment that is inevitable when you are just a frame, a glorious accidental conflation of long bones and tight skin, startlingly visible and yet invisible at the same time.


She brought her attention back to the dégradé tweed cloth of the girl’s jacket instead, the jewelled buttons, the rich ivory-coloured tulle that was so flattering in European light during the winter.


‘Now, that could work for the Amfar Benefit in New York at the beginning of October,’ murmured Raquel, her stylist, who was sitting beside her and clutching a printout of her formidable social engagements for the next four months. ‘The cut would be divine on you.’


‘I have a jacket just like it.’


‘Yes, but that’s in LA and, to be honest, I was never sure about the neck on it. Besides, if we got them to cut this one in the berry colourway, I think it would look so much more vibrant against the dress, don’t you think? It’s a bit too weddingy all in the cream like that.’


Elodie didn’t reply; already she could feel herself being worn down by her stylist’s relentless, voracious acquisitiveness.


‘And that shade of red is so your colour,’ Raquel added.


It was decided then.


The atelier mistress standing off to the side, a vision of efficiency and discretion in a white work coat, nodded her head and the model kicked her foot forward, spinning round on the spot and sashaying from the room, just as another entered in a midnight and white feathered gala gown.


‘Now this, this,’ Raquel said, with a buzz of excitement in her voice, ‘should be just perfect for the Breast Cancer benefit next month. If they can get it done in time.’ She raised her head and addressed the atelier mistress directly. ‘Is that possible, Madame Dubeau?’


‘Of course. It would be prioritized, naturally.’


‘No – it’s sleeveless,’ Elodie said, raising an objection. On this, she wouldn’t be pushed.


Raquel’s threaded eyebrows arched to a perfect point as they always did on this subject. ‘But your arms are exquisite, Elodie, so slim.’


Elodie gave a tiny dismissive shake of her head and held her tongue, knowing her silence was more powerful in putting across her displeasure.


Raquel looked back at Madame Dubeau with a sigh. ‘Could sleeves be put on this style or do you think they would detract?’


‘Peut-être, a narrow bracelet sleeve in the silk chiffon? Or a balloon style in the silk mousseline? We could get the atelier to make up a toile showing the different looks?’


The house model – staring at the same painting behind Elodie’s head – shifted her weight onto the other hip. There, but not.


Raquel looked back at her. ‘What do you think?’ Her tone was confiding, intimate. ‘I think it’s a toss-up between this and the Valentino.’


‘Valentino?’ Elodie queried. There had been so many. How could she be expected to remember?


‘Yes, red satin – you know the one, tiny little bow at the neck, trapeze line, very skinny arms?’


‘Ah,’ Elodie nodded, not quite sure if she genuinely did remember it or if Raquel’s earnest tone had simply convinced her she did. ‘Well, if the Valentino’s already got the sleeves . . .’


‘You’re right of course. I doubt Karl would thank us for tinkering with the fine-tuning of his creation.’ Raquel looked over at Madame Dubeau. ‘We’ll pass on this.’


Madame Dubeau nodded again and the model kicked her foot forward in the identical fashion of the previous girl, leaving the room just as the elevator ‘dinged’. Everyone looked up and Elodie felt that frisson that she always felt when her husband walked into a room. It was as though the molecular set-up actually changed – compressed somehow, sucking out the air, making the colours shimmer.


She watched as he strode down the outer hall, walking through the open arch to the drawing room of their suite, his eyes pinned upon her. He had been away for seventeen days now – Berlin, London, New York, Chicago and elsewhere besides; he didn’t usually leave her for so long.


Her eyes followed his every move, her heart beating harder as it always did in his presence, but she didn’t stir from her seated position on the little gilt chair and she watched as he took in the scene – little girls playing dress-up.


‘You ladies look like you’re enjoying yourselves.’ Amusement curled in the words like a sleeping cat. His dark-suited silhouette, strong-shouldered and compact, looked hard-edged and blocky in the elegant, ethereal room where extravagant domed displays of white peonies – as big as snowmen’s heads – sat on spindle-legged tables, and the pale-celery silk-lined walls were hand-drawn with wispy chinoiserie.


‘Darling, you remember Madame Dubeau from the Chanel Atelier,’ Elodie said in a quiet voice. ‘And Raquel, of course.’


‘Of course,’ he murmured, inclining his head fractionally in agreement even though Elodie knew he had absolutely no idea who the sleek-bobbed brunette to her right was. He had met Raquel a dozen times before but he always greeted her as a perfect stranger. ‘Enchanté, ladies.’


Another model stepped through from the spare bedroom that was being used as the dressing area, a startled look crossing her face and causing her to falter momentarily in her long-legged stride as she saw the client’s husband’s sudden, unexpected bulk behind the silk sofa, an almost violent intrusion of masculine energy in what had been a cocoon of feminine activity. But then again, power and the illusion of it often had strong effects on people. It stunned, sometimes frightened, other times excited.


The poor girl resumed her walk – suddenly, the task looked difficult, the jet-beaded evening dress ridiculously de trop in the mid-morning light.


‘Raquel and I are refreshing our memories of the collection. We have a busy autumn schedule coming up,’ Elodie said, watching him watch the model who had struck her pose and was now frozen on the spot, trembling like a deer, eyes unblinking on that damned painting behind her.


‘But is this necessary?’ her husband asked with a hint of a wry smile climbing into his eyes. ‘All this . . . drama?’ A fractional tip of his head indicated the immaculate, serenely quiet room. ‘If you need a new wardrobe, my love, just buy the lot.’


Beside her, Raquel startled as though prodded by a red-hot poker. ‘Sorry?’


But Elodie fell ever more still. She knew what her husband wanted, what he was really saying.


‘Darling, you’re too good to me,’ she said quietly, holding his gaze for a moment before turning back to the other women in the room. ‘And you’re busy, Madame Dubeau, I should have realized there are so many others who need your attentions; I’m being selfish detaining you here.’ She smiled, allowing a beam of radiance to escape from her as she rose from her seat and formally ended the proceedings. ‘Could you please arrange for one of everything in my size, excluding the previous dress? But we’ll take the jacket from Look Twelve in the berry red. And my usual requirements apply.’ Nothing above the knee. No bare arms. No extreme cleavage or cut-outs.


‘Bien sûr,’ the atelier mistress nodded, too elegant to allow her jubilation to show on her face as the house model clipped past at a pace. ‘And would you like it to be delivered here, or to one of the other addresses?’ They had five on file for her.


‘Here’s fine.’ Her hands were clasped in front of her but impatience was folded in the gesture and Madame Dubeau, understanding, discreetly took her leave. They had her measurements. The finer details could be arranged another time.


Raquel, on the other hand, was oblivious to Elodie’s subtlety, her almost-black eyes bright with the excitement that came from coolly dropping half a million on a single designer’s collection for a season’s worth of parties.


Elodie headed her off at the pass, leaning forward to air-kiss her cheeks. ‘It was so good of you to arrange this, Raquel, thank you. I’ll let you get back to your day. You must be so busy at this time in the couture schedule.’


‘Oh – well, yes,’ Raquel stammered as Elodie took her hand in her own and shook it lightly. The butler was standing waiting by the arch to lead her out. ‘But we’ll need to talk about the Valentino. I still think—’


‘Absolutely. I’ll call you.’


‘And I’ve got Dior booked for Thursday.’


‘Wonderful.’


Elodie’s stillness had been cultivated over many years; her stunning looks had exposed her to a lifetime of hungry stares and jealous scrutinies which she had always struggled to endure. She had never enjoyed being in the limelight, never liked having her photograph taken, and her wedding day, in which she was subjected to all those things, had been an agony. It had been many years before she had come to notice how her guarded demeanour actively unnerved people, that the more quietly she spoke and the more still she became, the more agitated and restless they became in turn, as though they had to fill and occupy the vacuum she created. Usually they could endure a few minutes at most before they were compelled to move off, leaving her to the peace she craved.


She was working it right now, seeing how they scattered. She smiled but said nothing, her dark eyes blank and unreadable, and Raquel scrabbled for her bag, shoving in the notebook with her elaborate – but quite unnecessary – sketches of each outfit she had earmarked for her client. ‘Such a fabulous decision; the entire collection’s to die for; you’ll be a vision,’ she said, blowing extravagant kisses as she dodged sofas and side tables and followed the butler through to the ante-hall.


Elodie waited for the click of the suite door closing before she slid her eyes over to her husband’s. He was waiting, one hand reached out to her, the palm up and open.


‘Shall we, darling?’




Chapter Three


New York


The office had been designed with the wow factor in mind. Visitors, upon stepping out of the lifts, were faced with a double-height space – the advantages of taking the top two floors of an old factory – and a run of wall-to-wall khaki steel windows that looked straight onto the river. But if the carcass of the building was industrial, the fittings were super-luxe, with matt-black walls and banks of ivory leather desks grouped in rectangular clusters through the open-plan space. What enclosed spaces there were, were smoked-glass cubes of various sizes – the smallest for receiving guests and confidential tête-à-têtes, others for bigger department meetings, and the biggest of all for Jack’s office. The idea behind it was inclusivity – no hidden agendas, no political power plays behind locked doors and shuttered windows – but it had led to something of an office ritual to lay bets on the colour and design of Jack’s dandy socks each day as he came in and invariably pushed his shoes off, whilst sitting at his desk. (If she remembered correctly, Friday’s had been Dennis the Menace motifs on black.)


The Poggenpohl kitchen, at the opposite end, just down from the lifts, boasted four Gaggia Naviglio coffee machines and a vast Meneghini La Cambusa fridge, which was freshly stocked with sushi every morning for employees to nibble on at will; the kitchen abutted a vast soft-seating area put together from vintage orange-velvet Bellini chairs, with board games and noise-cancelling headphones left out for anyone who needed them. The pièce de résistance, however, had to be the giant graphic world map that ran one full room height along the nearside wall. White on a black background, tiny lights flickered on it intermittently like peeping stars on a cloudy night, indicating requests coming in from members across the globe and providing an at-a-glance guide to which regions were awake and active at any given time.


Chloe wasn’t sure she would ever forget Jack’s partner Tom Elliott’s face when he had received the architects’ final invoice, but Jack had been adamant – how could they promote a luxury lifestyle to their customers if they didn’t deliver it to their staff? It was about ‘integrity’, Jack had insisted; that was his favourite word whenever he was trying to get his way on something. But perhaps he’d had a point – Architectural Digest had run a feature on Invicta’s new American headquarters when the space had been unveiled and plenty of other features had run on it since, buying them invaluable publicity and inculcating them on the radar of Manhattan’s most asset-rich, time-poor denizens.


But there was no wow factor for Chloe as she walked in now, at almost midnight on a Saturday night. On her way in, she had seen the whirl of blue lights, police tape flickering around a protected area further down the street, and the sight of it had almost made her throw up. Poppy. She knew that was where it had happened, she just knew it. Her friend’s favourite juice bar was half a block along. Had she been going to get herself one, a treat after yet another Saturday in the office?


She stood for a moment, staring at Poppy’s desk. Nothing tangible had changed. It remained exactly as Chloe had left it the evening before, except that the drained cup of green juice was now in the bin; but her chair was left on a half-spin, facing away, as though she’d jumped out of it – which was quite likely, knowing Poppy.


At the very end of the space, the lights from the out-of-hours desk pooled onto the corridor floor, the team’s voices just a low murmur behind the door as they dealt with the bread-and-butter requests of securing restaurant reservations, getting members onto club VIP lists and booking last-minute hotel suites.


Chloe sank down, weak-kneed, into her friend’s chair and looked around her with teary eyes, the evening’s earlier beers beginning to make her head throb. Tentatively, as though trying on the space for size, she ran her hands over the smooth surface of the desk, her eyes hopping like a robin over the eclectic gathering of miscellanea – a fig-scented candle almost burnt to the base; a black and white photo of Poppy with her four siblings, all of them dangling from the giant sweeping branches of an ancient yew tree; the pink starfish she had bought in Little Exuma in March and used as a completely useless paperweight; the patchouli and rose otto meditation mist she would spray, ‘Omming’ loudly, whenever Serena click-clacked past looking officious; the severely chewed lids of her favourite red Bic biros; a half-empty pack of spearmint gum. And Chloe knew without opening it that there was a small pot of Marmite in the top right drawer, ‘for emergencies’.


Poppy’s desk was barely five feet from her own, and yet everything looked different from this vantage. She had an unobstructed view to the kitchen and lifts, which from Chloe’s desk were partially hidden by an exposed brick pillar, and the small mirror affixed to the top of her monitor, which Chloe had assumed was for applying make-up during one of her famous quick-change transformations – Poppy had a model’s chameleon-like ability to transform herself with a quick twist of her hair and a hint of dress – actually reflected not just the main glass-walled meeting room but also the happenings on Serena’s desk and in Jack’s office behind her.


To her right, the white world map winked, so unbalanced with demands as to seem that it might tip over. The West Coast was speckled with pinpricks still but the body of the country behind it lay in darkness; Europe was only just stirring and wouldn’t hit peak activity for another few hours yet, but it was lunchtime in China and the Asian continent was ablaze with flashing lights. It had always struck Chloe as peculiarly meditative to see the way the lights steadily swept across the wall throughout a day.


She checked the time in Greenland – almost 4 a.m. there. Was Subocheva still there? Chloe didn’t know anything of his itinerary once the iceberg dinner was completed, although the fact that Poppy had been in here today suggested she had been following up on his plans. Pulling open one of the side drawers where she knew Poppy kept her client folders, she found the five names she was looking for: Subocheva, Mike Greenleve, Pelham, the film director Christopher Proudlock and Rosaria Bertolotti, the opera singer. It was their lives – global, connected, demanding – that had dominated Poppy’s every waking hour and now, until she came back, they would dominate Chloe’s.


With a weary sigh, she sat back in the chair, her double espresso still steaming through the sip-slit in the lid, and began to read. It was time to get up to speed.


Monday came round with two sweeps of the map, the bright lights swinging east to west like a prison-ground’s search-light, the out-of-hours teams switching shifts as night turned to day and back to night again. She had spent the entire weekend camped out here and she had the stiff, aching body to prove it, only returning to her apartment to catch a few hours’ sleep before coming back to read and revise Poppy’s files like a cramming student. She had learnt about her newly adopted clients’ careers and family lives, the exact locations of their international homes and the favourite suites and hotels they preferred to stay in when travelling, their dietary requirements, allergies and cosmetic surgery histories, musical and cultural tastes, preferred designers, names of their pets, the cars they drove, the schools their children went to, the dates of their birthdays, their families and loved ones. She had trawled their social media accounts, making notes of anything extra she thought to be pertinent in shot, and even though she had yet to meet any of them face to face, she felt confident she now knew them better than their mothers, spouses, kids, best friends or bosses. She had the three-sixty view on them, the profile that only built up when their multiple different public faces were superimposed onto one body in a way that could never happen in life. The business associate would never know her client as a friend; the mistress would never know her client as a spouse; and the friend would never know her client as a business rival. But she did, and their every peccadillo – be it a specific Mont Blanc fountain pen for signing a contract, or forty-eight white long-stemmed roses for a new lover – was on her list and in her head. She had done all she could and now it was Monday and the phone would ring. It would begin.


She had arrived early, partly because Jack and Tom had scheduled a conference call with her at eight and partly because her nerves were making it almost impossible for her to sleep anyway. She had been awake since five and, after abandoning a meditation session halfway through, had jogged the eighteen blocks from her apartment to here, showered and had her feet under the desk by seven.


‘—Oh, Chloe. You’re here.’


Chloe looked up at the voice. Jack had written to the team over the weekend, informing them of Poppy’s accident. It wasn’t just another Monday, this wasn’t business as usual, and as everyone started arriving, the mood in the office was distinctly muted. Poppy’s vivacious irreverence had made her the beating heart of the team – she was already missed, Chloe was already not enough.


She pushed back in her chair, fingers interlaced. ‘Hi, Serena.’ Chloe saw the question on her colleague’s face as she took in the sight of Chloe in Poppy’s chair, her Vans-stickered headphones over Chloe’s ears. ‘Yes. Jack’s asked me to cover for Poppy till she’s back.’


‘Really?’ she drawled, as though the word was elasticated.


Chloe found the surprise in her voice offensive, the intimation being that she was back office only, not good enough to interact with the prize clients; it was Chloe’s exact fear, and within a few words Serena had hit upon it. ‘Yes. I did some client-facing work back in London.’


‘I never knew that.’ Serena nodded as though deciding to let it pass. ‘God, it’s so terrible though. I couldn’t believe it when I heard. It’s so unbelievably distressing.’ She didn’t look that distressed; in fact, she looked immaculate in a black shirtwaister dress, strappy pointed flats and Michael Kors shades on her head pinning back her long dark hair. It seemed she too had been at the beach this weekend – how long ago Saturday seemed already – for her cheeks and forehead were more tanned than Chloe recalled. She could imagine her, poolside in East Hampton, a chilled drink beside her. Not so very different to how she herself had found out of course, but she could bet their reactions would have been very different. ‘How’s she doing now? Has there been any further news?’


Chloe looked away, disgusted. As if she cared! This was just gossip to Serena; the woman clearly either didn’t know or didn’t care that Poppy’s life hung in the balance. ‘Not that I’ve heard,’ she said in a tight voice, picking up one of Poppy’s battered biros and beginning to tap it frantically against the desk.


Serena hesitated, watching her, seeing how Chloe wouldn’t return her gaze: she was as closed as a clam. Her eyes skimmed Poppy’s desk as though it might be contaminated but she stepped closer and leant against the edge of it, lowering her voice. ‘Listen, Chloe, I’m not going to pretend Poppy and I were close. Clearly we weren’t what you’d call friends, but what happened to her – it’s the most terrible thing. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I hope more than anything that she’ll be okay.’


Chloe looked back at her, seeing the concern writ large over Serena’s face. Of course she did. Who wouldn’t? There was no room for petty office politics at a time like this. ‘I know,’ she relented, feeling bad for her intial harsh thoughts. A sigh escaped her. ‘I just wish the hospital would tell us more.’


‘Jack’s email said she was in a coma?’


The very word made Chloe shudder. ‘Induced, yes,’ she clarified, as though that somehow made it better, implying that the medics really did have control of this situation. ‘She sustained a severe head injury, apparently.’


‘My God,’ Serena whispered, looking horrified. ‘I still can’t believe it. It all feels like such a horrible dream.’


The word you’re looking for is nightmare, Chloe thought to herself, wanting to scream. ‘I know. It’s just terrible.’


Xan came in, his skateboard tucked under one arm and trilby on. His desk was on the other side of the bank to Poppy and Chloe’s, Serena’s narrow back turned to him, and he arched an unimpressed eyebrow at the sight of her there, cosying up to Chloe.


Chloe didn’t respond, Serena was watching her.


‘Still, trying to look on the bright side, this is a great opportunity for you. You must be so excited.’


Chloe frowned. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘To be taking on Poppy’s clients. That’s no mean feat, she’s got some big names on her list – impress them and you could springboard into any job you wanted.’


Chloe blinked. Did Serena really think that she was concerned with her own career trajectory under these circumstances? ‘As I said,’ she replied in a strangled voice, scarcely able to believe she had just fallen for Serena’s duplicity, and aware of Xan’s flabbergasted expression behind Serena’s back, ‘I’m only sitting in for Poppy till she’s well enough to come back. I’m very happy in my own area. This is not something that I want.’


‘Oh, of course. I know that.’ There was a pause and Chloe saw Serena was making no move to head off. ‘But if I can offer you a friendly word of advice,’ she said, leaning in slightly. ‘They’re tricky characters, Poppy’s clients, and they don’t suffer fools. Not to mention, Poppy has a way of inveigling herself into people’s lives – I’m not sure even they realize how much they depend upon her. I know from experience that it’s a very intimate relationship, one that takes months – if not years – to nurture; there’s a chance they’ll resent you for not being her, you should be aware of that. It won’t necessarily be an easy ride, these next few weeks.’ She reached out and patted Chloe’s arm, before straightening up. ‘So if you need a friendly steer at any time, you know where to find me, okay? I’d be only too happy to help.’


‘Is that bitch for real?’ Xan hissed, throwing down his hat furiously.


‘I know . . .’ Chloe murmured, watching her go. The phone on the desk rang and distractedly Chloe reached out to answer it. ‘Invicta, Chloe Marston speaking,’ she said on autopilot, spinning back in her chair and watching in the small mirror as Serena reached her own desk and fluffed her sleek hair with a toss of satisfaction. ‘. . . Hello?’


There was a pause. ‘Oh. I wanted Poppy Langham. I thought this was Poppy’s direct line.’ It was a woman’s voice, an accent and annoyance in the words.


Chloe winced, bringing her full attention back to the caller; Poppy’s number wasn’t listed, only clients had the direct line which meant . . . Rosaria. It had to be Rosaria Bertolotti, her only female client. Serena’s words were still ringing in her ears . . . they’ll resent you for not being her. ‘Yes, yes it is. I’m afraid Poppy is unavailable at the moment.’


‘Unavailable?’


Apparently the word made no sense. ‘Yes. I’m going to be covering for her for the next couple of weeks.’


There was a stunned pause. ‘But why? Where is Poppy? What is going on?’


Chloe hesitated; she had been rehearsing what she would say since she’d heard the news on Saturday night, but saying the words out loud and actually stepping into these people’s lives . . . it was becoming real now. ‘I’m afraid it’s bad news. There’s been an accident and Poppy’s in hospital. She was involved in a road traffic accident at the weekend.’


Chloe heard the woman’s intake of breath. ‘My God.’ Her tone had changed completely.


‘I’m really sorry.’ She wasn’t quite sure what she was apologizing for.


‘. . . Will she be okay?’


‘We think so. We hope so. The doctors aren’t releasing much information yet, it’s still very early days.’


There was another long pause.


‘I’m so sorry to have to be the one to break the news to you,’ Chloe continued, hoping she wasn’t talking too fast, that the words weren’t coming out as a nervous gabble. ‘But I want to reassure you that you will continue to receive the same support and expertise in her absence. As I said before, my name is Chloe and I work very closely with Poppy and—’


There was a quiet click.


‘Hello? . . . Hello? Are you still there?’


The connection was good and Tom Elliott’s open, country-clean face beamed into the room as clearly as if he actually was sitting across the table; she could almost smell his usual double-shot coffee and Armani aftershave drifting through the air.


‘. . . hoping to operate later, if the swelling’s gone down enough,’ Jack was saying on her right-hand side and looking haggard. He appeared to be growing a beard, although not by design, and it looked to Chloe as if he had spent as much time at the hospital as she had at the office.


‘Jesus, it still doesn’t seem . . . it doesn’t seem real,’ Tom muttered, rubbing his face and looking agitated, no doubt frustrated to be so far away. He was what her mother called a ‘doer’, preferring always to be in the thick of things, helping, sorting out problems, dismantling crises. It made him both a great manager and a pain in the backside. ‘But, I’m sorry to say that word is getting out already,’ he sighed. ‘Liv’s just told me everyone’s already beginning to talk about the accident—’ Liv was his PA and one of London’s best-connected girls about town.


Jack interrupted, a frown crumpling his laughter-lined brow. ‘When you say everyone, you mean . . . ?’


‘The Soho House crowd; the Condé Nast girls; plus Mills overheard some people talking about it at the polo in Windsor yesterday,’ Tom said, counting off his fingers. ‘Apparently #prayforpoppy is getting a thread on Insta.’


‘Great, so then it’s only a matter of time before the paps come sniffing,’ Jack groaned. ‘They love nothing more than a toff in crisis. I can see it now: Aristo totty left for dead in hit and run drama.’


‘Jack, don’t,’ Chloe winced, looking down at her hands.


‘Sorry. Sorry,’ Jack replied quickly, looking pained at her expression. ‘That was a stupid thing to say.’


Tom looked over at Chloe with concern. ‘How are you doing, Chloe?’ Chloe stared back at him accusingly; like he cared. ‘You and she were good friends, I gather.’


‘We still are,’ she said more sharply than she had intended, but his use of the past tense, as though Poppy was already dead . . . gone.


‘Yes, right, that’s what I meant.’ Tom shot a look at Jack – neither of them was doing a good job of navigating the emotional minefield.


She inhaled deeply, pulling herself back in. ‘I’m fine.’ She brought her gaze back to his though her expression was more guarded now. She couldn’t allow this to get personal.


‘And are you up to speed on her clients?’


‘Yes. I spent the weekend mugging up on the files,’ she said briskly. ‘I feel I’m good to go.’


‘Have you spoken to any of them yet?’


‘No, I wanted to check everything was clear with both of you before I made contact,’ she said, before remembering. ‘Although, actually, that’s not quite true – someone did ring in half an hour ago asking for Poppy and I had to tell them.’


‘Really? Who?’


‘Well, she hung up before I could get her name—’


‘Her? Rosaria Bertolotti then?’ Jack said, interrupting her.


Chloe shrugged.


‘Why did she hang up?’ Tom enquired.


‘Shock? Upset?’


‘Well that’s not good! If she needed Poppy and Poppy wasn’t there . . .’ He looked stressed. ‘See? This is exactly what I mean, Jack. We need to contain this. Manage it properly. We can’t have her clients finding out after the rest of the bloody world.’


Jack forced a wry smile; he looked too exhausted to do any more than that. ‘Tom, relax. It was one call. Chloe will deal with it, won’t you, Chlo?’


‘Of course. I’ll ring her back after this to introduce myself properly and make sure she – and everyone else – is up to speed on events.’


‘Good,’ Jack smiled, but Tom still looked concerned, his gaze lingering on her with worried eyes. Chloe tried not to take it personally, his evident fear that she was going to somehow sabotage or jeopardize the company’s relationship with five of its most lucrative clients.


‘Well just try to anticipate their needs, okay?’ he said, shifting in his seat and putting on that earnest but chummy expression he always pulled at their team-bonding gigs. ‘Be . . . be proactive, not reactive.’


‘Right,’ she agreed, like she didn’t know that already. ‘And so with that in mind, I’m going to propose meeting each of them for drinks, breakfast, lunch, dinner, whatever they can accommodate as soon as possible – and assuming they’re in the country. I may know them inside out but it would allow them to get to know me too. Some proper face time would be good, help to really break the ice.’


‘Great idea,’ Jack agreed. ‘As soon as they meet you, they’ll be crazy about you. What’s not to love, right, Tom?’


Tom met her gaze and blinked back at her through the screen. ‘Yes, right.’




Chapter Four


‘Okay, now we’re getting somewhere,’ Chloe sighed, clapping her hands once and pressing the palms together with a pleased expression as she sat back in the chair.


‘Success?’ Xan asked from his side of the desk. If she and Serena had come back from the weekend with tans, he had had go-faster stripes buzzed into his hair.


‘Finally! I’ve spent the past hour chasing Poppy’s clients. It’s only five people. Five phone calls. How hard can it be, right? Let me tell you – it’s like hunting bloody spies!’ She began counting off her fingers. ‘Pelham’s incommunicado in the Gulf of Mexico, fishing for marlins.’ One finger. ‘I’ve left a message for Alexander’s assistant in Moscow – according to her assistant, he’s in Geneva today – but she hasn’t come back to me yet.’ Two fingers.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication page



    		Contents



    		Prologue



    		Chapter One



    		Chapter Two



    		Chapter Three



    		Chapter Four



    		Chapter Five



    		Chapter Six



    		Chapter Seven



    		Chapter Eight



    		Chapter Nine



    		Chapter Ten



    		Chapter Eleven



    		Chapter Twelve



    		Chapter Thirteen



    		Chapter Fourteen



    		Chapter Fifteen



    		Chapter Sixteen



    		Chapter Seventeen



    		Chapter Eighteen



    		Chapter Nineteen



    		Chapter Twenty



    		Chapter Twenty-One



    		Chapter Twenty-Two



    		Chapter Twenty-Three



    		Chapter Twenty-Four



    		Chapter Twenty-Five



    		Chapter Twenty-Six



    		Chapter Twenty-Seven



    		Chapter Twenty-Eight



    		Chapter Twenty-Nine



    		Chapter Thirty



    		Epilogue



    		Acknowledgements



    		Read on for an extract of The Last Summer

       

    		Chapter One









    		The Stolen Hours



    		About the Author



    		Also by Karen Swan



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Prologue











OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/title.jpg
The
et

KAREN SWAN

PAN BOOKS






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
- BefOre every neW’begmnmg,
thele must bean ending

\REN SWAN!

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER






