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PROLOGUE

Weird what you remember – after. How some tiny subset of neurons could have registered that ‘Boogie Wonderland’ was playing as I left the party and came to find you. That one of the security guys at the garden gate was grinding his fag butt into the pavement as I crossed the lane.

There are bits missing. I don’t know whether the door to Addison Mansions was wide open or ajar, or what I was thinking, Leila, as I watched you take your last gurgling breath.

But then everything was clear again. The blood that had stippled the blinds, marbled the wall and run in ragged rivulets to the skirting board. The thoughts running through my head. You had it coming. From the day you arrived in Addison Square, you had this coming.




CHAPTER 1
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COLETTE

‘I’m going to need a few more minutes.’

From her crouched and cramped position beneath the desk, Colette angled her face up at her client and forced a smile.

She needn’t have bothered. He was back to pacing up and down his study, and as she returned to the tangle of cables wedged between desk and wall, Colette did her best to ignore the rhythmic stick and wheeze of his soles against the hardwood floor.

Those slippers summed up everything she disliked about Adrian Carter. There was the pomposity of the oxblood velvet and the pretension of their pointed tips. Paired with the middle-class, middle-aged West London summer uniform of linen shirt and chinos, they were obvious in their intent, banal in their cultivated eccentricity: I’m not just an off-duty suit. I’ve got kooks and kinks. Layers.

She’d seen similar slippers in Shepherd’s Bush market, laid out in rainbow stripes. But these were more likely to have come from a real Moroccan medina; one of the exotic conferences the TV agent was forever jetting off to, and Colette pictured Adrian, the statesman-like patron, slowing to survey the footwear in a souk: ‘Aren’t these jolly!’

‘You OK with me switching off the router?’

‘You what?’

‘Then I’m just going to check the software’s done its thing, but you should now be bug free.’ Hitting the right tone – one that was clear but never patronising – was the hardest part of being an IT consultant.

‘It means switching off this lot,’ Colette stressed, holding up the overloaded extension lead.

‘Do it.’ He didn’t look up from his phone.

‘At some point we should really transfer some of these to another power outlet … ’

‘At some point,’ Adrian’s tone was so tetchy it bordered on disbelief, ‘we will. But not at this precise point, when I’ve got seven, no, six minutes until an urgent Zoom call it’s not currently looking like I stand a hope in hell of making. I’d assumed this would get sorted hours ago.’

Adrian liked his passive tense. How or by whom didn’t matter, just that it ‘got sorted’. And ‘hours ago’? Given he’d only called Colette two hours ago, when after a quick attempt to fix the problem from her flat – using TeamViewer – she had been forced to drive over to Addison Square, this seemed unrealistic. But now wasn’t the moment to point that out.

‘Bloody thing’s had a mind of its own this past week,’ he muttered. ‘How the hell did I get this bug anyway?’

Without waiting for an answer, he made a call.

‘Dom? It’s me. Listen I’ve been floored by some bug.’ A laugh. ‘No. Worse. The tech kind. And I’ve got our person on it but I’m going to need you to host the meeting until I can join … ’

‘Our person?’ How about Colette? The same ‘person’ who retrieved seven years’ worth of your family memories – two sets of ultrasounds included – when you thought you’d deleted them all. The ‘person’ who dug out that work file you thought you’d overwritten, has painstakingly talked you through every TV glitch you’ve ever had and just sped over here, at 8 p.m. on a Friday night, to deal with your ‘emergency’.

Beneath the desk Colette exhaled slowly. The smack, stick and wheezing had resumed, closer now, louder, and she swivelled on her haunches to find herself blocked in by two chino-clad calves, the points of Adrian’s preposterous babouches inches from her own feet.

It wasn’t personal. Reaching for something on his desk, Adrian had forgotten the woman wedged beneath it in the way one might forget a sleeping collie.

‘Adrian?’

‘Mmm … ’

‘I’m going to need to get out.’

With an exaggerated sidestep her client let her through and hoisting herself upright Colette slipped back into his chair and pressed ‘refresh’ on one of the open tabs at the bottom of the screen.

It took her a moment to make sense of the image that sprang up: a fleshy blur of pinks and browns, with what she first mistook for a wound, glistening crimson at its centre. Doubtless some Netflix gore-fest Adrian had been watching. Then the freeze frame released itself.

There was male grunting, panting, thrusting and a high-pitched female whine that was more animal than human. Two, no, three men. A young woman spreadeagled on a leather sofa. Her hands were tied above her head; her lower limbs being manipulated like a doll’s. Male laughter, raucous, from behind the camera; jokey comments exchanged in a Slav language she couldn’t identify.

Colette froze, waiting for her client to lunge forward and stab at the keyboard in the way people did when some shameful little proclivity was exposed on a job. The feral wails speeded up, perforated by the smack of a palm against bare flesh, but still he didn’t move and when his eyes met hers they weren’t embarrassed or aroused but amused: ‘Not your thing?’

His gaze moved dispassionately down her body, from her cropped hair and glasses to the Velcro straps of her sandals. There it lingered, as though tickled by these final details. Adrian Carter wasn’t ‘perving’; he was jeering. Any woman over fifty would be jeer-worthy to a man like him. From the speakers a single shrill cry broke into a sob, and he added: ‘Hard to tell what you’re into.’

What felt like minutes must only have been seconds. Then, with one last glance at Colette’s face, Adrian tapped a button on his keypad. The grunting and bleating stopped. The image vanished. And as though the whole thing had been a mirage, as though she’d imagined it all, her client deadpanned, ‘We sorted?’

‘I just need … ’ To her irritation Colette found that her voice came out hoarse with embarrassment. Gluey with shame. All the shame Adrian hadn’t felt she had somehow taken on. ‘ … to do one last reboot.’ He was openly smiling now; he was enjoying her discomfort. ‘Then we’re done.’

‘How’s it going?’

Colette turned to see a pretty, full-faced woman peering through the crack in the door: Adrian’s long-suffering wife.

‘Slowly,’ he groaned, leaning in to follow the white oblong’s sluggish progress across the screen, and she got a waft of cedar aftershave.

‘Hi, Emilia.’ She managed to raise a stiff hand in greeting.

‘A cuppa, Colette, or some iced water?’

‘Not now, Em,’ her husband snapped. ‘For fuck’s sake not now.’

The spasm of hurt on Emilia’s face was swallowed up immediately by her smile: too broad, too bright. A smile adept at papering over cracks.

‘Sorry,’ she whispered, pulling the door shut. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

As they both stared at the screen, Colette could feel the heat exuding from Adrian’s damp torso, hear the impatience pushing through every nasal whistle, and in silence they both followed the line: 6 minutes remaining; 5 minutes remaining; 4 minutes …

‘Come on. Come on … ’

Abruptly, as though tired of its own teasing, the screen brightened into a familiar seascape, and although the last thing Colette wanted was to extend her time at number 46 Addison Square by another second, part of her felt dismayed that the device hadn’t seen fit to torment him a little longer.

‘We’re in.’

She was packing up her things when the Mad Men theme tune rang out: Adrian’s cretinous ring tone for as long as she’d known him.

‘Yup?’

Maybe it was the length of the pause that followed, or her client’s sudden stillness, registered out of the corner of her eye – but his reaction was curious enough to make Colette glance up.

Whoever was calling wasn’t just unwelcome but unnerving. The levity in his face had drained away along with the colour, and his voice dipped to a murmur as he spat out: ‘How did you get this number?’ Then: ‘No. Sorry. Not happening, love. Hanging up now.’

Adrian didn’t move, staring at the phone in his hand, as though it were an unknown quantity – or a threat.

Colette cleared her throat.

‘I’ll let you get on.’

Zipping up her rolling Tumi briefcase she pulled it out into the hallway. ‘And you’ll remember to log out of TeamViewer, bec—’

But already he was kicking his study door shut: ‘Will do. You’re a star, Lynette.’

For a moment she just stood there. Then, to no one, ‘It’s Colette.’




CHAPTER 2
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SYLVIA

Loss. They tell you it happens to you all over again, every morning. That for a few minutes when you first wake up your pain’s been wiped clean – then boom: you’re bent over double. You can’t move. You can’t breathe. You can’t see anything but the black hole left in your life.

They also tell you there are three stages of grief. Or is it five? Either way ‘denial’ is the first, and there’s ‘anger’ somewhere along the road towards ‘acceptance’. But most of all they tell you that it’s ‘normal’. That you’re normal for feeling whatever you’re feeling.

What the fuck do they know?

Securing the hook on Reggie’s leash, Sylvia slammed the front door, stepped out onto the pavement and breathed in deeply.

‘What the fuck do they know?’ she repeated out loud, and the shock of the profanity in that somnolent square made her smile.

That was another thing she’d been relishing since Archie’s death (or ‘her release’ as she secretly thought of it – and what would you have to do to get a fifty-two-year sentence?). Not only would she never again be kept awake by her husband’s restless left leg, and never again be forced to sit through David Attenborough’s awe-struck murmurings, but if she wanted to be a foul-mouthed pensioner, she could bloody well scatter her F-bombs around the streets of West London.

Archie had felt the same way about women swearing as women in dungarees: not so much critical as saddened on an almost existential level. He’d never known about her silent asides. ‘’Course I don’t mind you popping to the club, you old twat.’ ‘Enjoy your pub night with those pompous arses.’

In the moments she hadn’t felt able to face another day married to a man she had never really loved, unleashing that internal vitriol had been therapeutic.

She’d stopped doing it when Archie was diagnosed. Because she wasn’t a monster, and having her sentence cut short had made her generous. She would do whatever she could to make her husband’s last months as pleasant as possible, but after that – now – the world was hers for the taking. Not that she intended to jet off to far-flung places. After all, the only person she was interested in was right here in Addison Square.

Up ahead, on the corner, a figure was slouched against the railings. In football shorts and an oversized T-shirt, young Felix was all pale, right-angled limbs, his head hanging heavy on his neck in that uniquely teenage way, as though the sheer prospect of life was too exhausting to bear. Only as she approached could Sylvia see that beneath the curtain of ginger hair, Felix’s eyes were alert, darting up and down the lanes to either side of him.

Sylvia was opening her mouth to shout out ‘good morning’ when, after a last quick scan, Felix took off.

‘Someone’s up to something.’ She smiled down at Reg. ‘Am I right?’

Behind the symmetrical façades of those Georgian terraced houses, the rest of her neighbours would only just be waking up, sticking kettles on and rousing heavy-limbed children. Aside from the newspaper delivery guy, the odd jogger and the Filipina nannies hurrying to work, the square was usually empty at this hour, and as she walked purposefully down a lane strewn with fox debris, Sylvia inhaled the clean, acetous notes of high summer morning.

She checked her watch. In five minutes the delivery vans would start their rounds. Then, at some point within the next fifteen, the real reason for these early morning walks would open the green door up ahead. Sometimes she would be spotted; other times not. Either way she would be there, watching.

Somewhere behind her a wolf whistle rang out and glancing back she caught a flash of brown limbs and neon pink as a figure jogged past on the other side of the square: Leila. Seconds later the white van man responsible appeared, neck craned to gorge on the young French woman’s backside before it disappeared from view.

Sylvia snorted.

‘Men,’ she replied to Reggie’s questioning ear cock. ‘They go a bit funny over pretty girls.’

In fairness, Sylvia mused, with a practised upward eye-flick at the drawn bedroom curtains above that green door (she was a bit too early today), everyone had gone a bit funny over the square’s glamorous newcomer. Funny in subtle and very different ways.

‘One more lap, Reg?’

The terrier looked dolefully up at her, as if to say, ‘Archie never made me do so many circuits.’

‘Come on. It’s going to be another scorcher. You’ll be all floppy later.’

Sylvia had thought it would pass, the defensiveness and slight suspicion that could still be felt towards their new neighbour, and perhaps it would, in time. After all Leila had only moved in six weeks or so ago, and it wasn’t unusual for a small community to react that way to a newcomer. Especially when the newcomer looked like her, had a job like hers (Sylvia had never heard of the pop stars she danced for, but everyone else seemed awestruck), was twenty-eight – and foreign.

Were you still allowed to say ‘foreign’? Or would her nephews cite that as an example of ‘unconscious racism’? Sylvia was not a racist. Unlike the other seventy-somethings forever asking anyone dark-skinned where they were from, she understood that although Leila’s parents were Moroccan, she was still French, born and raised. But last she checked French was still foreign.

She thought of the time Archie had taken her to the Wolseley and Nicole Kidman had walked in halfway through their dressed crabs. Some diners had openly gawped at the film star, others had forced themselves not to. Either way the atmospheric shift had been palpable. Maybe there were people who because of their looks, talent or charisma were like celebrities among us; people who upset the delicate balance around them simply by existing. Either way Sylvia couldn’t help but feel a little smug that out of all the square residents Leila had only really chosen to befriend her.

Reggie had slowed to a halt. ‘It’s a lamppost,’ she muttered, anxious not to miss her window on the other side of the square. ‘There’ll be another one on the next corner, I promise.’ But now he was doing the backward circling that pre-empted a bowel movement, and as she waited impatiently for him to finish, Sylvia forced herself to remember that the terrier had his uses.

No one would ever question why an old lady should choose to walk her dog past the same front door once, sometimes twice a day. Or indeed why she should slow at that precise point.

Squinting over at the green door Sylvia’s heart stilled. Was that a chink of light? Was it opening? With a tug of the leash, she picked up her pace, waiting for the distracted double take, the recognition and the grin. She was ready – pretending to fuss over Reggie on the opposite pavement – when they came.

‘Morning, Sylvia!’

‘Oh!’ A chuckle of surprise. ‘Morning.’

‘Like clockwork, aren’t we?’

Sylvia smiled, nodded, and repeated under her breath: ‘Like clockwork.’
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