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Chapter 1.

Then

He felt as strongly as I did. Looking back, that was always the best part. With Jamie, it was never one-sided. He loved me in a way that felt like we’d been matched by the universe, the chemistry from colliding stars.

We’d met at high school. A spark straight away, even though we weren’t yet teenagers. We lived two streets apart, though we may as well have been under one roof. We walked to school side by side, pretended to study together at night, learnt to love music in his bedroom, one earphone each. He taught me how to play cards and flirt. I liked to make him laugh till he had to leave the room. We were each other’s oxygen, inseparable to the point that teachers commented. His parents thought it was adorable. My mother declared us insufferable.

We kissed for the first time on my fifteenth birthday – back row of the cinema, mouths hot and hesitant and shy. Exactly two years after that, we slept together – though everyone already assumed we’d long since done the deed. That had made it even better, because the holding out was a secret we shared. Twenty-four months of snatched glances and sweet anticipation, squeezed hands and whispered compliments.

The moment itself, in the firm familiarity of Jamie’s bed and his arms, was exactly how I’d imagined. The months of longing made everything magical. Meaningful and assured, my heart turning to helium.

In our sixth-form yearbook, we were named Couple most likely to get married. We got a lot of stick for that, but we didn’t care.

 

The day of our A-level results, Jamie, Lara and I took a bottle of cava to the riverside in the shadows of the Tudor buildings backing onto Elm Hill.

Finding a sun-worn patch of grass, we lifted our faces to the hot blue sky. Above our heads, doves sailed serenely between the pantiled roofs. Down on the river, people were messing about in hired punts. We could hear the splash of struck water, the occasional blurt of a disgruntled goose.

Next to me, Jamie reached for my hand. My mind galloped, the stress of results day finally starting to ebb away. Our future was a gift I’d been waiting for for years, and now it was here, moments from being unwrapped.

Lara popped the cava cork. My best friend, my fiercest ally. I’d known her since day one of primary school. ‘Freedom,’ she declared, then passed the bottle to me.

‘Freedom.’ I drank, the bubbles tart on my tongue, before handing it to Jamie.

‘Four A-stars.’ Lara looked at Jamie. ‘Cheers for showing us all up.’

He snapped the head off a daisy and flicked it at her.

Lara had spent the past few years rebelling hard and barely studying. But she’d done better than me and only marginally worse than Jamie. She was just naturally bright like that.

‘Your mum and dad will be so proud,’ I said to Jamie.

Jamie could have done anything, gone anywhere. We all knew it. He’d wanted to be an architect since he was old enough to ask where buildings came from.

He groaned. ‘They still want to take me out for dinner tonight.’

‘Just you?’ Lara said. ‘Not Neve too?’

I shot Lara a look. ‘You should go,’ I told him.

He shook his head, lay back on the grass. ‘They’ll only lecture me.’

About how you’re ruining your life, staying here with me.

Jamie’s father had made his fortune in real estate six years earlier, and now he had money to lavish on his sons, and grand ambitions for Jamie, his youngest. Russell Group university, exotic travel, well-connected friends and acquaintances, members’ clubs. First-class and five-star everything. Essentially, Jamie was destined to become a clone of Harry, his older brother.

‘I’m not going to dinner with them,’ Jamie said, rolling towards me, fixing me with his lodestone eyes. No-one could spellbind me with their gaze the way Jamie could.

Lara tilted her head. ‘I think you’re the only person I know who’s more stubborn than me.’

I wasn’t sure I agreed. Jamie was principled, not stubborn – though I knew Lara would say there wasn’t a difference.

We passed the cava bottle between us, getting steadily tipsier as the grass drank in damp and the sky grew dark. We made the short walk into the city centre, dumping the empty bottle in a bin. I wished, afterwards, that we hadn’t thrown it away.

The three of us stayed out till the early hours, moving from bar to bar. Jamie’s hand was around my waist the whole night. Our phones ran out of battery. Lara left us to go to a party with a boy she’d just met. Eventually, as dawn spilled like milk over the church spires and rooftops, Jamie and I found ourselves kissing against the bowed wall of an alleyway. The prospect of our future burned in my mind like the rising sun. We stumbled the two miles back to his mum and dad’s house, anaesthetised by booze.

We wobbled upstairs to his bedroom. Shared a pint of water, kissed, had sex with our clothes still on. We gasped each other’s names again and again as the bed rocked and squeaked beneath us.

Twice, I saw the light go on in the hallway. Heard the creak of a floorboard, then muffled voices.

It was only later that I realised how loud we’d been. How disrespectful. That I’d given his parents another reason to loathe me, if they didn’t have enough already.

 

I woke late and alone. Sitting up, head thrumming, I could hear voices again. Only this time, they weren’t muffled.

Sunlight was pouring like warm water through a gap in the curtains. I craved fresh air. Jamie’s room was stacked high with half-packed cardboard boxes, the precursor to his parents’ forthcoming move to Putney. Jamie’s grandfather had died that spring, after years of needing constant care, so now his parents were fulfilling a long-held ambition to move to London.

They had wanted Jamie to move there too. But Jamie knew I couldn’t afford to go to uni in London. So he’d told his parents he wanted to study architecture in Norwich, and move into a house with me. We’d been together three years by then – but what they’d once thought adorable had turned into a cause for concern. They kept sitting him down, asking if he was sure. Chris, his dad, even took him out for beers and reminded him there were ‘lots of women’ out there. He asked Harry to talk sense into him.

I’d never asked Jamie to stay. I wouldn’t have. I wanted the best for him, too.

They had taken all his posters down. The walls were now scarred with smudges of Blu Tack. I felt a twinge of sadness that I would probably never see this room again. The room where we’d fallen in love. Where we’d spent so many hours laughing, touching, kissing. Planning all the ways in which we’d stay together for ever.

Eventually, the door opened and Jamie walked in, carrying something under his arm. He set it down, then sat heavily on the edge of the bed. I could see the back of his neck had flushed red, the way it did whenever he was upset.

I leaned over to see what it was. A painting – though I didn’t recognise it. It looked American, depicted four people in a diner after dark. It had a desolate, almost eerie aura, and I loved it instantly, even though I didn’t understand it.

‘They all waited for me at the restaurant last night,’ Jamie said eventually, flatly. His light brown hair was damp, indicating he’d already showered. He smelt of Lynx and toothpaste. ‘My grandma was there. She’d been wanting to give me this, to say congratulations.’ He gestured to the painting. ‘It was my grandad’s. He knew how much I loved it.’

I realised how it must have looked: that I’d encouraged him to stay out drinking last night. Sod your parents, scrap your plans, you only live once. Not only that, but they’d had to listen to us too, when we finally stumbled home. We’d been so thoughtless.

But the truth was, I loved Jamie’s family. I envied them. I enjoyed feeling, even for just a few snatched moments every now and then, that I was somehow a part of what they had.

‘Guess what Dad just told me,’ Jamie said.

An impossible challenge. I waited.

‘He bought a flat, a couple of months ago. In London. Soho. For me to live in.’

I didn’t say anything, though I felt ribbons of disquiet kinking through me.

‘Kind of like . . . a leg-up,’ he said.

Not to me. A leg-up was Lara being awarded money from a hardship fund so she could go to uni. Being bought a flat was . . . a lottery win.

They’d done the same for his brother Harry, helped him out with an apartment in Zurich, where he now lived and worked as a banker. He was ten years older than Jamie, and I’d only met him once, a few years earlier. I could only remember that he smelt very strongly of tobacco.

Still. His parents having money wasn’t Jamie’s fault. I’d known him when they were struggling financially, too.

‘A flat in Soho sounds . . . pretty amazing.’ I reached out and stroked the back of his neck. His skin was warm and smooth as a pebble on a beach. He arched against me slightly, the tension sinking from his shoulders.

‘Money’s not everything, Neve.’

I was pretty sure only people with money said stuff like that. But I let it slide.

‘I mean, yeah. London could be good. But they’re missing one massive thing.’

‘What?’ I whispered.

‘I wouldn’t have you.’

This could only mean that me living in that flat with him was explicitly Not An Option. Or possibly conditional of the whole arrangement.

‘I want to be with you,’ he said. ‘Let’s build a life here.’

‘Don’t sacrifice anything for me.’

‘I won’t. I’m not. I love you.’

I leaned forward and kissed him, felt him shiver. ‘What does it mean?’

‘What?’

‘The painting.’

‘Grandad said . . . it was about loneliness. Or maybe fear. It was painted during the war.’

I kissed him again. ‘Your parents think I’m holding you back.’

‘I don’t care. I love you. I love you, Neve.’

I slid my hand inside his dressing gown and felt him inhale, breath sharp with pleasure as my fingers skated over his skin. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to show him, again, just how much I loved him.

People kept telling me it was impossible that, aged eighteen, I’d found the person I wanted to spend my life with.

And yet, here we were.

‘It’s you and me, Neve, for ever.’ The words slid from his mouth into mine. They tasted so good, exactly what I wanted to hear.

‘For ever,’ I breathed back.





Chapter 2.

Now

My screen is now the only light in the deserted office. It glows bright as a fish tank in the gloom. I check the time, stretch my arms above my head. Ten o’clock. Another hour should do it, then I can hit save on this pitch pack before my final read-through tomorrow.

My phone rings. Its vibrato makes me jump in the library-like hush of empty open-plan.

It is, surprisingly, my ex-boyfriend Leo.

‘Hey,’ he says languidly, like it’s this time last year and he’s asking me what type of beer he should pick up for tea.

‘I’m working,’ I say politely, not at all keen on encouraging any misplaced nostalgia. ‘What’s up?’

‘Plus ça change.’

‘I don’t know what that means.’ (Neither does he.) ‘Can I help?’

He exhales. I hear the click of a lighter. Within the space of ten seconds, I’ve been reacquainted with the key traits of Leo’s that used to wind me up the most. I just need him to call me babe and start talking about cryptocurrency, and he’ll have covered at least the top five.

‘Babe, I thought you should hear it from me first.’

I keep my eyes on my screen, delete a rogue apostrophe, add in a couple of commas. Is the font too small?

‘I’m getting married.’

‘Oh. Really?’ A beat. ‘Congratulations.’

His girlfriend – now fiancée, I guess – is an ex-colleague. They met while Leo and I were still together. The jury’s out on whether things overlapped. But the truth is, in my heart, I’m not sure I care that much.

‘You should come.’

‘To the wedding?’

‘Well, yeah.’

This baffles me. I’ve had maybe three conversations with Leo since I ended it, zero with her. He’s the only person I know who would issue an invite to a wedding more casually than he would one to dinner at Nando’s.

I sigh, scan my screen again. The presentation is a pitch for new business that I’m handling alone, the conversion of a Grade I listed mansion close to the North Norfolk coast. Winning the work would be another huge tick on my path to promotion.

‘I don’t think that would be appropriate,’ I say, eventually. ‘But . . . I sincerely wish you all the best, Leo.’

For a couple of moments, he doesn’t respond, just fiddles with his lighter. Click, click.

‘Can I offer you some advice, Neve? As a friend?’

I bristle at both suggestions. ‘Sure. Why not?’

‘You work too hard.’

‘That’s not advice.’

‘Okay. Well, call it . . . a well-intentioned observation.’

I consider reminding him that if I were prone to needing life tips, the last person I would take them from is a man who’s been fired from three jobs in the past four years. But instead, I draw a breath and smile, the way I do whenever a client is losing their cool. ‘Is that everything?’

Click, click. ‘Yeah, I guess.’

‘Good luck, Leo.’

At this, he just laughs, then rings off.

I block his number, and return to my screen.

 

I walk home along deserted streets blanched with moonlight. I answer a message from my colleague Parveen, who’s up with her young son but still finding time to worry about my work ethic. She mentions high blood pressure. I assure her I’ve left for the night, then stop off at the shop just before it closes to buy a bottle of wine.

Back home, I kick off my shoes, ditch my bag, stick the white wine in the freezer.

I have spent the last few years lovingly renovating my tiny terraced house, saving hard for quality pieces from designers I adore, scouring junkyards at weekends for reclaimed fireplaces and doors with stained-glass panels, and wooden shutters for my windows. I can’t imagine ever leaving this place, now. Leo once asked if I fancied getting a flat together and I reacted like he’d suggested we take up organised crime for a hobby.

I can hear my neighbours arguing. Nothing new there. Something to do with him not making an effort on the night out they’ve just got home from. I switch on the TV, turn up the volume. I sit in front of it for about five minutes, failing to observe a single thing, then decide I may as well tick a few items off my to-do list while I’m waiting for the wine to chill.

Leo asked me to marry him, once. The context was inexplicable. We were in a bar in Greece. Both drunk in an unstable way, being passive-aggressive about money. Thankfully, I had the presence of mind to turn him down. I knew in my heart – maybe I’d always known – that he wasn’t my person.

He did have some attractive qualities. He was very good at making me laugh, and tended not to sweat the small stuff, which offset my inclination to do the opposite. He was also infuriatingly handsome, which probably kept the spark alive well past the point at which we should have jointly snuffed it out. But ultimately, I knew I didn’t want to open my eyes when I was eighty, and see Leo lying next to me. For me, the decision was that simple.

I slip on a pair of rubber gloves and set to in my bathroom with steaming water and spray cleaner. I mop the kitchen floor. I run the dishwater on empty with half a lemon stuffed into the top rack, fold linen, apply a hair mask. I steam the creases from my bedsheets.

It’s two in the morning by the time I turn out the light. My neighbours have swapped the fight for a session of agonisingly vocal sex. I shut my eyes against the migrainous thump of it, fumble for some headphones so I don’t have to hear the things they’re taking it in turns to say. I try not to think about my last time, with Leo. And though I do manage that, I don’t succeed in stemming the spate of thoughts that follows.

Which is how I find myself downstairs, cross-legged in my pyjamas at three thirty in the morning, trying to meditate my way to relaxation. I fail quite quickly. I never did get the hang of meditating. I just don’t have the right wiring for it.

Eventually, I give up on sleep and all efforts to empty my head and make my way into my tiny back garden. Drawing a breath of early-morning air into my chest, I think – as I often do – of Jamie, and of Lara.

I stay out on the patio till I’m shivering, then remember with a jolt something I forgot to do.

Which is how my Friday begins: with the hazardous extraction of glass shards from the white wine explosion inside my freezer. Well, it saved me the hangover, at least.





Chapter 3.

At lunchtime, Parveen returns from a meeting at a local architect’s firm.

She is humming.

Parveen never hums. In fact, none of us do. This isn’t that kind of office.

Don’t get me wrong – it’s a happy place to work. But it’s the opposite of leisurely. We are never carefree enough to hum. Some days, we barely have time to caffeinate.

‘What’s got into you?’ I ask her with a smile, as she slides into the chair next to mine.

‘Just had a great meeting. At Crave & Co.’

‘Oh, for the Millbrook thing? How’s it all looking?’

Kelley Lane Interiors, the interior designers where Parveen and I work, has won the interiors contract for the Millbrook Retirement Complex, a purpose-built facility currently under construction to the east of Norwich.

Parveen fans her face with an elevation plan. ‘Don’t know if I’m just hormonal, but the architect on it is hot.’

I laugh.

‘Seriously. What’s wrong with me? I couldn’t stop thinking about having his babies.’

‘You’ve already had babies with someone else, remember?’ (Twins, with her lawyer husband, Maz, whom she loves to bits.)

‘Oh yeah,’ she says, mock-dolefully. ‘Still. A girl can dream.’

I’ve known Parveen for eight years. We started work at KLI during the same summer, and I couldn’t imagine being deskmates with anyone else. She’s super smart, fiercely quick-witted, and – entertainingly – also the clumsiest person I’ve ever met, to the point where she now refuses to participate in office coffee runs due to a credible risk of inflicting third-degree burns.

‘Tell me about the project.’ I love the early stages of a new contract – the meetings and information-gathering, the glow of possibility and potential.

She smiles. ‘His name’s Ash Heartwell.’

I smile back. ‘Genuinely just interested in the project.’

I know Crave & Co. architects – we work with them all the time – and I know of Ash Heartwell, but I’ve never actually met him.

An email pings into my inbox. From Parveen. A link to Ash Heartwell’s profile on the Crave & Co. website.

‘Er, I’m not going to stalk him. Do you need to borrow my fan, or something?’

‘Just have a sneak peek,’ she pleads. ‘His profile picture looks like an aftershave advert. You can practically smell the Paco Rabanne.’

Reluctantly, I click on the link. It’s true – the black-and-white portrait does remind me of something you’d see on the inside front page of GQ.

I scan his bio.

Ash joined us after training at the Bartlett School of Architecture. He turned to architecture following an accident in his twenties, which made him reconsider his chosen career path. Having won multiple awards throughout his period of study, Ash is currently assisting on a number of projects.

‘You know who he is, don’t you?’

‘Hmm?’ I say, clicking out of the page and back into the fly-through on my screen.

‘He’s the one who got struck by lightning.’

I feel my mouth turn chalky. I reach for the glass of water on my desk and take a swig.

‘Don’t you remember? It was a few years ago now. It was in all the papers.’

I do remember the man who got hit by lightning. But I didn’t pay attention to it at the time. Because it happened on the same night as something else, something catastrophic that split my world – and my heart – in two.

‘. . . Neve?’

I blink away the threat of a flashback. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘I was asking if you could do me a favour later.’

I shake off my disquiet. ‘Yep, sure.’ This is easy: Parveen is one of those rare and gorgeous people who never asks awful things of her colleagues because she can’t be arsed to do them herself.

‘You don’t know what it is yet. And actually . . . it is your least favourite thing to do.’

Okay, I take it back. I groan and lower my head to my keyboard. ‘Please no more Year 11s.’

KLI does a lot of careers outreach locally, going into schools, sixth forms, and universities. We take interns at degree level, and work with degree providers across various projects. None of which I mind doing – in fact I quite enjoy it – but the last group of Year 11s I spoke to were brutal. I got laughed at, then heckled, and the teacher who assured me I’d gone down a storm had been typing on her phone the whole way through the session.

Heckling I can deal with. Having my time wasted, I can’t.

Parveen slides a cardboard invitation across the desk to me. ‘I’m supposed to be going to this private view tonight at this art gallery on Magdalen Street but I totally forgot, and Maz is leading this big mediation at work that might go into the night so I absolutely have to be home for the twins.’

I loathe talking to people about art, as Parveen well knows. She is KLI’s resident art expert, usually liaising with dealers on behalf of our clients, because she studied art history at uni and genuinely can’t get enough of the stuff.

It’s not that I can’t do it: I can turn my mind to pretty much anything if I have enough reading time. It’s more that I have a very low pompousness threshold. Leo used to love going to art galleries and talking nonsense to show off. He knew absolutely nothing, but his ego was rooted in pretending the opposite. It was the same with wine, literature, and – this was always the worst one, especially at dinner parties – international politics.

Parveen makes a pleading face. ‘Half an hour, tops, just so I can say the company showed its face. All you need to do is drink the free wine and mill a bit, and then you can leave.’

‘Drink, mill, and leave?’

‘Promise.’

‘I suppose I can stretch to that,’ I say, returning my attention to the Art Deco kitchen I’m working on. ‘But you’re doing the next load of Year 11s.’

‘Deal,’ she says brightly. ‘And hey, you never know – you might end up talking to someone really interesting.’

I think of Leo and raise an eyebrow. ‘Appreciate your optimism, Parv, but let’s not get carried away.’
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