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Prologue

THE CITY

Nothing attracts a crowd like a crowd

New Yorkers don’t look up. We see more in one day than most people will see in a lifetime. If you want to make us look, you have to do something special. Today, however, we stopped and stared like tourists.

The sky pool was pretty special, even when there wasn’t a body floating in it. Eleven metres of shimmering perspex slung across the sky between the building’s East and West towers. Some days the people floating in the pool looked like exotic fish in a giant aquarium. On other days, they looked eerily like corpses, floating motionless mid-air. Even more so today, if you considered the long blonde hair rippling like seaweed and the cloudburst of red turning the water a rusty-reddish brown.

The crowd was growing now, heads craned back, eyes squinted and shielded with hands. Is it an art installation, someone asked. Whatever it was, one of us decided it was time to let the authorities adjudicate, because from all the way down here, it looked like nothing more than a dead body.
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EDDIE

A washed-up journalist catches the scent of an old story

The minute I opened the envelope, I knew something was about to happen. Call it journalistic intuition, call it foresight, but the very nanosecond I opened that invitation and saw the Bryant Fox Developments logo, I knew we were going back to the Juliet murder. And God forgive me if I didn’t feel a thrill of excitement pulsing through me at the thoughts of it.

You are cordially invited to celebrate the grand
opening of the Sky Building and Sky Pool

53 West 53rd Street, NY10019

Where living feels like flying

My editor – Trudeau, I called him – walked in. I decided to give him a couple of minutes to settle into his office before accosting him. I called him Trudeau because he looked like that perfectly dressed, plasticly handsome Canadian politician. Gussied up in a navy suit every day, not a hint of facial hair, as if he had been shaved by a Turkish barber in the elevator on the way up, a haircut so neat it suggested . . . well, psychopathy. He was young and slick and of the city – too young if you asked me; what thirty-eight-year-old knew how to run a newspaper?

I RSVPed to the email invitation for the Sky Building party and asked the press officer to send back a guest list, the basic tool of the social diarist’s arsenal. I watched Trudeau deliberately unpack his phone, his pen, his laptop, from his slim briefcase, and place them at right angles to each other on his desk. He never forgot he was in a glass office, under scrutiny, never lost concentration and distractedly picked his nose. There was a time when workers had doors or dividers, some semblance of privacy, but now it felt like anything behind a closed door was untrustworthy, hiding something. We had to be on display at all times, from our social media accounts to our workplaces to the glass houses we increasingly chose to live in. My email pinged. My stomach flipped even before the information had travelled along my optic nerve to my brain. The names on the guest list were names that I recognised. Names from long ago, from old police reports and investigations, interviews and late-night articles. We were going back. Everything was lining up. I took two sharp, deep breaths then walked across the newsroom.

Trudeau sat in his office like a sleek puma, beautiful but useless behind his desk, waiting for someone to bring him a piece of meat. Well, here it is, I thought, with a glorious offering hanging from my jaws, literally begging to be eaten.

I stepped into his office and was hit with the overpowering scent of his cologne, suffusing the room like a noxious gas. I could taste his cleanliness in my mouth. I coughed.

‘Uh, got a minute?’

He looked up, wrinkled his nose as if I was the one who stank and then waved me in. Trudeau was the kind of guy who was confused by women he was not sexually attracted to, discombobulated by messy females like me, who wore their hair natural, wiry and black with the kind of grey usually seen around the eyes of sad old dogs. What were women like us even for? He never knew how to relax in my presence.

‘I have a social invite here from the property developer Bryant Fox which might be of interest for the supplements. He’s got that new development, beside MoMA on West 53rd? They’re having a grand opening a couple of weeks from now . . . May I?’ I gestured at the chair on the other side of his desk and he hesitated, clearly preferring that the worn seat of my jeans would not come into contact with the pristine cream leather of his Eames chair (such an obvious choice), but he eventually nodded for me to sit down. ‘You remember his daughter was murdered, twenty years ago this summer? Juliet Fox? I thought perhaps we might do an anniversary piece . . . Fox has already described the building as his monument to his daughter and a lot of the people from that era will be at this party . . .’

Trudeau swivelled his eyes around before saying, ‘I remember. My eldest brother was in college with Juliet at the time. My parents were actually friends of theirs. Juliet was a brilliant tennis player, a real beauty too . . . all of us little kids were in love with her . . .’ he drifted off.

Jesus Christ, this guy.

I tried not to let my thoughts bother my facial expression, and kept a firm grip on my eyes’ desire to roll dramatically. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, I covered the story at the time, still have all my contacts, and notes. It might be worth revisiting in the light of the new building. Fox might talk to us for a human interest piece; we could talk to Juliet’s friends from the time, where they are now, how the murder changed their lives . . .’

‘Mmm,’ Trudeau sat back in his chair. He looked surprised. ‘I like it, Eddie,’ he said. ‘Go ahead with it. We’ll run a piece in the weekend magazine, the week of her anniversary, but keep me in the loop OK? This is a sensitive story. I’d hate to upset the family.’

Of course you would. Wouldn’t want things to get awkward at the tennis club.

I suppressed an urge to smile but Trudeau seemed to sense my satisfaction as he said, ‘But I still want your regular duties covered. I want those social pages to sing!’

Even his smug power trip couldn’t dampen my genuine delight to be working on something of substance for the first time in years.

‘You got it, boss,’ I said through a grin. He looked perturbed by my unusually good mood and deferential reference to his position. I felt alive again. I returned to my desk with a spring in my step, or what might be called a spring if my sciatica wasn’t bugging me so much. I took a celebratory bite out of my cold bagel and a blob of cream cheese flopped onto my jeans. I smeared it away carelessly, as I pored over the guest list again. I could feel it. We were going back. Back to the Juliet murder, back to the story that stole my career and ruined my life.




2

CLEO

A defence lawyer is haunted by a past mistake

You really could see everything from up here. Beyond the bucolic green haven of Central Park, the Empire State Building glittered downtown in the morning sunshine. It was still impressive, despite all the young pretenders that had sprung up on these streets.

The Sky Building, my new home, was one such young pretender. I grabbed my briefcase and left the mezzanine. As I walked down the angled mirrored staircase, done in the style of Coco Chanel’s Paris atelier, I looked back at my many reflections, all slightly different. In the kitchen I waited for my coffee to brew. It was another beautiful morning. My phone buzzed. I flipped it over on the marble-topped island. My assistant, sending my updated closing arguments for today’s case. They were unnecessary, of course. I turned the phone back to face-down position. I had been defending the wealthy for so long now I had a sixth sense for whether we had won. And I always won. If you’re accused of murder anywhere between midtown and Harlem, I’m your woman. Innocent or not, I’ll get you off. Of course, I preferred it if you were innocent, but my job wasn’t to figure that out. My job was to defend you so that you appeared innocent, or at least not guilty, which weren’t always the same thing, especially in New York. It turned out that I had a natural talent for sowing doubt in minds, for finding holes in arguments, and raising unanswerable questions in cases. I could squeeze a whole murder case through a legal loophole the size of the eye of a needle. Something gifted to me by a childhood spent watching wealthy people using their money and influence to get exactly what they wanted. I suppose you could say it was a privileged upbringing.

The wealthy didn’t like it when the law held them to account. I knew that first-hand. It scared them, made them feel ordinary, helpless. I’d gotten used to that small, brittle feeling that enters a room when the wealthy first realise they can’t buy their way out of a situation. And when you have them so vulnerable and desperate, they will pay any price for you to get them out of that room. I learned that long before I became a defence lawyer. And it’s how I made my living now. Naturally, I made a killing.

By the time I set up my own firm, I had made a name for myself as a kind of legal wunderkind. To be fair, I had pulled off some unlikely coups – an NBA player charged with murder, a bigamist accused of killing wife number one, a drug addict rock star accused of attempted murder, all exonerated as a result of me being extremely diligent with the details. Everything was in the details. I was meticulous and it paid off. My price increased alongside my reputation until I was the most expensive defence lawyer above Washington Square. And that was because of my 100 per cent hit rate. Well, almost 100 per cent. More accurate to say 99.9 per cent hit rate, if you counted that one error . . .

Don’t.

I pull my thoughts back.

Stop.

I drum my finely manicured fingertips on the marble, trying to ground myself. I look at the shiny, pointed almond tips. A beige colour, perfectly appropriate for every shade of murder. I try to recall the useless phrases my therapist told me to repeat when I found myself travelling down old re-traumatising pathways.

You are here now.

You are safe.

I repeat them and, even if I don’t believe them, they at least divert my attention and temporarily short-circuit the spiral.

I do what I can to assuage my conscience. I help the underprivileged, pro bono, in my free time, even though I don’t have any free time. I’ve set up a department in my firm that specifically helps defend minorities and disadvantaged communities. So why does it make no difference? Why do I feel like a billionaire planting trees to offset my carbon footprint while I jet around the world? The truth is I could free a hundred innocent men, defend them all until the day I die, and it still wouldn’t erase the spot made by that single error of judgment. I tell myself it wasn’t my fault. There was nothing else I could have done.

Sometimes the only person you can save is yourself.

That’s another one of my therapist’s dumb lines. He’s got lots of them, an endless supply it seems.

Innocent people get convicted all the time.

Juries are unpredictable.

It’s not your fault.

I jump as a bright light flashes outside the window. The reflection of an airplane wing? The glossy feather of a falling bird? But all is still outside. I’ve tried to balance my guilt by building a shrine to perfection, a mausoleum to entomb my mistake, an attempt to silence it. But like a tell-tale heart, the beating only gets louder the deeper I bury it. I grind myself to exhaustion every day just so I don’t have to feel its pulse. I’ve relinquished my desires, a personal life, and still when I climb into bed and slip between the cool silken sheets, my anxious mind begins its familiar trek to that distant outpost of throbbing guilt. It’s worse on days like today, when my path doubles back on itself, and pulls me into the past.

The view from the Sky Building had been one of the major selling points of this development but every time I look out my window I seem to lock eyes with some resident or other. In this building of glass, a house of mirrors, where reflections are everywhere, it’s hard to tell what’s real and what’s just a phantom image. The sky pool is eerily still, empty and rippling in the morning sunlight. Another flash of light catches my eye and I jump again. I see a man in the apartment across the way. The light is reflecting off his glasses as he looks directly at me.

And suddenly the view is one I don’t like.
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