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			Prologue

			I don’t know if it all started with the murder.

			I say that because surely there is a run-­up to killing someone. Events that precede. Culminate.

			So, before then, I think.

			That night after dinner. The night the Wrights made us the offer. We were desperate, and although we could hardly take them seriously, I had the sense that they were throwing us a lifeline but of a preposterous sort where just as your head is slipping beneath the water, instead of a helping hand to pull you free, someone throws you a cruise liner.

			At first, Lana laughed at their suggestion. However, I noticed that every time the conversation drifted on, she found a way to steer our chat back to the subject. She attempted to disguise her interest, kept it light, pairing the end of her questions with an easy laugh. She reclined in her chair and held herself with the relaxed pose of someone testing a hypothetical for entertainment’s sake.

			‘No one would actually have to be killed?’ she asked with a half-­smile, curling and uncurling a lock of her hair between thumb and forefinger.

			But despite her playful tone, I could see the earnest fix in her wide dark eyes. How, as the idea was turned about, her questions became more pointed. And by the end of the evening, I knew the whole thing had taken root in her mind and already begun its corruption.

			Maybe events were set in motion even earlier than that, on the morning Lana threw herself on the bed and showed me an advert in a Wimbledon lifestyle magazine.

			‘Look at these houses,’ she said. ‘Didn’t you used to live near here?’

			Belvedere Court. A new development. Six luxury houses in a closed court. Georgian style, Hampton chic. The Court, as we came to call it, was situated just outside Wimbledon Village, along the edge of West Side Common. And it had a price tag to match.

			‘Yes,’ I said, looking over the glossy advert. ‘Five or six bedrooms. For all our children?’ I gave her a smirk. ‘Could we use all that space?’

			But that was the point of these houses, wasn’t it? You didn’t pay for capacity because you needed it, you paid because you could.

			Lana and I were on the same page when it came to children. Not yet. Not for a while. If ever. Another reason her parents disliked me. We intended to enjoy our freedoms for a few years because that’s what we equated children to, an end to fun. We’d no idea we could end it all on our own.

			‘Dog?’ Lana offered with a raised brow.

			‘Dog,’ I agreed.

			We’d been married two months and were still living in my one-­room flat in the village. We were happy as loved-­up teens, pressed up against one another in that flat, but we were ready to move, if only to make a statement about where we were going, how our life was going to look. We were stupid enough to think that validation came in the shape of four thousand square feet of Georgian house.

			The moment I saw those houses, it felt more than I belonged there but that it was owed. Financially, the repayments were a stretch. The one-­foot-­wrong-­and-­we-­were-­fucked kind of stretch, but how often does life give you the chance to take back something stolen from you? I’d spent my childhood in that area although our home had long been demolished. Some people want to move as far away from their history as possible but I had an overwhelming urge to press my face right up against it and whisper Fuck you into its ear. Within a couple of weeks of that morning, the banks had given us a mortgage, helped along with a more than sizeable payment from Lana’s father, and within three we’d moved into our new home sans dog. But the house was new. Whatever issues unfurled within its walls were issues we brought in. And therefore, it couldn’t have started there.

			The more I think on it, the more I wonder whether there was any way things could have turned out differently. What would Lana call it? Determinism. The idea of choice is an illusion; we are all prisoners to our experience. I could have lived a hundred different endings but it’s only after it has all unfolded that I can see the choices that were available to me. I could have started out in a thousand different directions, but I feel that somehow, all paths were pointing towards the same end.

			And so, if Lana was right, perhaps fate began to play on a scorching day in 1981, the summer that Charles and Diana wed and the afternoon of my twelfth birthday. My friends had just left, my mother was clearing up the garden and I was sitting in our drawing room with my dad, Ambie. We were eating birthday cake and watching Wimbledon highlights. John McEnroe was shouting ‘You cannot be serious!’ at the umpire, which seemed, at the time, the most outrageous act of disorder. My dad muttered something about Americans, then beyond the large bay window that overlooked our garden a movement caught his eye. A man was approaching my mother.

			I could just about make out ‘Can I help you?’ then the low rumble of the man’s voice.

			All the while my dad sat still as a dog on point; his head tilted; his breath held so he could hear.

			‘No. No,’ finally from my mother. And whatever spell had held Ambie frozen was broken.

			Slowly, he put down the cake, then murmured, ‘I hoped they wouldn’t come today.’

			Life as I knew it dissolved like salt in water. Within hours, we’d been evicted from our home and were out on the street, squinting against the humiliating glare of our neighbours.

			However, if I could draw a line from then to here, I could see that my need to create a future out of my past was not the sole reason for events to turn out like they did. If I were a man who looked for patterns in life, those little flags that, on reflection, indicated a change, I might notice that all the significant events in my life were connected to either a departure or an arrival. The bailiffs arriving at our door on my twelfth birthday. My mother leaving for Spain a few weeks later. Lana and I moving to Belvedere Court.

			And if I were to put my finger under any one occasion and name it as the day it all started to go wrong, I’d rest my hand beneath the day our new neighbours, the Wrights, moved in.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I unfolded the letter with the same caution one might use to disarm an explosive. I laid it on the table in front of me, a fingertip on the top right corner, one on the bottom left and peered down at my fate. The flimsiness of the paper added to the insult. Here is your future and we couldn’t be bothered announcing your demise on better stationery. No, you get an automated printout that hasn’t passed through the hands of a human. That is how little this matters to us. We neither care about nor need your money but we’ll be taking it regardless.

			The sun was rising over Belvedere Court, pink and orange light spilled in through the window. I was sitting at the large island in our kitchen. Our kitchen could have been hand-­plucked from one of those modern-­day living glossy magazines. Light with punches of charcoal and grey. Marble floors. Snow-­white cabinets next to a double-­door stainless steel fridge and a twelve-­hob cooker. The island itself was made of polished granite, a milky grey shade with dark veins of charcoal and black traversing the surface. The kitchen, living and dining areas were separated by a wide hallway that led upstairs to the second floor. Beyond that, another spiral staircase ascended to a converted attic room, a home cinema, that spread under the pitched roof. We’ve never watched a movie there. But that wasn’t the point. The house was more than bricks and mortar. It was the dream. A symbol of how far I’d come. That despite how much life tried to steal, take and claw from me, I’d made it.

			I looked down at the letter. The words ‘mortgage arrears’ and ‘repossession’ rose up from the page. Our mortgage had always been a stretch. Nothing that my salary couldn’t cover but it relied on those monthly earnings staying the same. And those earnings should have stayed the same, the promise was that they’d grow, but somewhere over the last year, they plateaued, then slowly began to decline. At first, I thought it was a minor dip that would, like a ship at sea, right itself. I had no idea of the invisible wave that was slowly consuming the world’s economy. Those first few months, I was enviably naïve. I’d still believed that some of my investments would come good. One on a restaurant and another, suggested to me by my bank manager, on a block of flats in Dublin. Of course, it hadn’t been my own money I’d invested, I’d tapped into what equity our home could offer, sure that, in time, I would see a return three-­fold.

			Overnight, it seemed, the money disappeared. Then over the next year, tied to a hefty mortgage I couldn’t cover, my wages failing to pick up despite working more hours, having exhausted all my overdrafts and credit cards, the price of our house began to drop. Not significantly in the grand scheme of things, houses in Wimbledon tend to hold their value, but enough, enough for me to taste fear. There was no denying what was coming. That despite all my efforts, I was about to lose everything and there was little I could do to stop it.

			The bleat of Lana’s alarm clock droned through the ceiling. I listened for the click of the bathroom door. I felt like the word ‘repossession’ was slowly branding itself into my forehead and thought about whether I should leave for work before she came down. Was avoiding the issue the same as lying? Lately, these were the questions on which my marriage hinged. Surviving marriage 101: How to keep secrets?

			I told myself, as I’d been telling myself for many months now, smoothing across the lie like I was running my hands over fresh bedsheets, that we weren’t the kind of couple that needed to tell or know everything about each other.

			In truth, from the off, it was as if we were connected by some invisible thread. Our meet-cute, as the moviemakers call it, was nauseatingly Hollywood. I’d never had trouble meeting women. My mother was Irish, my father second generation Italian. My share in their legacy came in the form of my mother’s surname which I claimed as my own shortly after she left in a bid to win her back but from my father, I received an Italian heritage that placed me firmly in the box of tall, dark and handsome; attributes, I was once told, that were tempered with that boyish, vulnerable quality women supposedly found appealing. Even so, and even though the timing was right to think about settling down, I wasn’t looking for romance, but one of my patients had coerced me into attending a charity speed-­dating event.

			There had been a mixer beforehand and the turnout had been pretty good. But from the moment of stepping into the room, I saw only Lana. Does that sound unbelievable? Maybe it’s true that memory is not as reliable as we’d like to tell ourselves, that I’ve erased the trivial and turned the lights up on what I want to recall, dusting our first interaction in a warm glow. But this is what I remembered. Other people in the room became background noise, props on a stage. She’d been standing in the far corner, her body angled slightly towards the wall, her focus on a shelf of books. Although she’d been alone and most people at the event had already claimed someone to talk to, I’d noticed how the men kept track of her location, the women too but for different reasons. I’d plucked two fresh glasses of champagne from a passing tray and walked in her direction.

			The books were heavy academic tomes on philosophy. Nietzsche. Old leather-­bound editions that were more to assist the aesthetics of the décor rather than for reading.

			‘Staring into the abyss already?’ I’d said, shamefully smug at being able to reference the philosopher. But later I wished I’d chosen a different opening to the story of our relationship rather than one suggestive of some darkness within, a shadow reflecting a shadow.

			I’d held out a glass and she’d turned, smiled and accepted the champagne. ‘Thank you.’

			Up close she was even more beautiful. She had an unshakeable air, poised, like a ballet dancer. Delicate features. Honey-­edged, liquid brown eyes beneath dark brows, gleaming hair swept back in a loose bun. Her mouth had hinted at a cool sense of humour, the left corner turned upwards, just a little; a real Mona Lisa smile.

			‘You know Nietzsche?’ she’d asked. There was a subtle deepening of colour along the arch of her cheekbones.

			‘Not personally,’ I’d said. That smile. Each flash of it felt like I’d won a race. ‘Have you read his views on speed-­dating?’

			She’d sipped her champagne. ‘I missed that paper.’

			‘He’s not a fan,’ I’d said. ‘Too many questions.’

			‘Too many answers,’ she’d finished. ‘Lana.’

			‘Myles.’ Her eyes had never left mine throughout the entire interchange. ‘You’re the doctor.’

			‘Let me guess.’ I had a sudden rush of nerves. This one, I’d thought, this woman was important. Every cell in my body was dancing. ‘Lawyer?’

			‘Lawyer?’ she’d repeated. ‘Interesting you’d choose that.’ She’d replied as if my deduction of her answered more questions about me than her.

			‘Therapist.’ I had grinned then, knowing I had it right.

			She had touched her glass to mine. ‘Here we all are. A collection of Rob’s professionals.’ She’d nodded over my shoulder. ‘That’s his vet.’ Her voice dropped, her eyes moved along. ‘. . . His hairdresser. His priest.’

			‘I’m beginning to think not all of us are getting out of here alive.’

			She’d laughed. ‘It is like an Agatha Christie novel, only we appear on the right side of the murder.’

			‘I don’t know. There’s still time.’

			I folded the letter closed, shoved it into the front of my work bag. Lana didn’t know how bad things were. She watched her money. She drew her income. She contributed to bills. And every six months we had a brief check-­in on our accounts. But she didn’t watch her money. Not like I did. With the knowledge that it could, one day, all go away. She trusted the mechanical shift of numbers from one account to another would continue to happen. She trusted that everything would be okay because she could. Because it had never not been okay. Lana’s family had money, owned some giant company that manufactured something to do with lasers.

			I wasn’t stupid, I knew if she found out I ran a real risk of losing her for good. I’d hoped to restore our finances before she had to find out. Then when I told her, it would be a tale of how we’d swerved close to the edge but I’d pulled it back. Now it was only a matter of time before my failure and lies were exposed. They’d come for my car first, then the house, and somewhere in between divorce was waiting. If I talked to Eric, my bank manager, I could probably hold them off for another couple of months. I wasn’t sure what solution I hoped would manifest in that time, and even though it had been months, no extra day, hour or minute seemed long enough to accept what was coming. I needed more time.

			I got up, switched on the coffee machine, added some beans to the grinder. Lana walked into the kitchen shortly after, already dressed in her work clothes, a fitted cream suit, the trousers tapering in just above the ankle and a pair of low white pumps.

			She slid onto one of the high stools along the island and I placed a coffee in front of her before dipping my head and kissing her on the lips.

			‘Morning,’ she said with a smile, and pulled her bag onto her lap. ‘You’re up early.’

			‘I know, sorry if I woke you.’

			‘It’s fine. Gave me a chance to look at this.’ She held out her phone.

			The thought she’d discovered my lies pulled across my throat.

			I looked down at a picture. It was of a spa hotel in France. Five stars. All-­inclusive luxury.

			‘I was looking into booking a holiday,’ she said. ‘For Mum and Dad’s anniversary. Just a few days away to spoil them a bit. What do you think?’

			I poured a glass of water, swallowed two mouthfuls, then threw the rest down the sink. ‘I don’t think they’d want you to do that, darling. Your parents like to look after these things themselves.’

			‘I know. But that’s the point, isn’t it? I think it would be a nice gesture. They’ve done so much for us.’

			Lana’s dad had forked out for the deposit on our house and, it still pains me to admit it, a portion of the price. An act to assert dominance rather than generosity.

			I sighed. ‘I doubt they’d expect so much. We could take them out or –’ not particularly desiring this outcome either – ‘have them over for dinner.’

			She wrinkled her nose, then switched off the phone and looked up at me, her head tilted. ‘I’m not trying to buy approval, if that’s what you’re thinking. I gave up on that at fifteen. But I’m their only daughter. I should get them something –’ she paused here – ‘special.’

			I knew the gift served as a slightly passive-­aggressive gesture to show that she was trying to be a good daughter, rather than one with any real thought or meaning behind it. A showy now-­do-­you-­see-­me gift. I thought of the unused lunch booking for the Ritz we bought them last year. I thought of the wasted money.

			Lana liked to believe she’d had it hard growing up. Not everything’s about money, she’d say, telling me she’d grown up in an emotional recession. Where her dad preferred the phrase ‘I’m proud of you’ over ‘I love you’. And her mother, who saw Lana as a slightly less polished version of herself, loved proportionately. The more Lana acted like her, the more she loved her. I confess I liked that Lana viewed her past this way, that she saw her privileges as cold burdens. In ways, I shouldn’t admit to, it made me feel superior. That the bald callousness with which my mother had left me was at least honest. It gave me a queer sense of pride that there was no pretence in my upbringing. Wrongly, it made me feel like my success, my money, was somehow purer. That everything it provided was real.

			When I’d first met her parents, it was in a tiny French restaurant near Lana’s home in West Sussex on an evening in October. Fred Grosvenor had stood from the table when we entered. Lana made the introductions. He’d smiled, lines deepened around his eyes, dimples appeared in his cheeks.

			‘Good to meet you, son.’ He’d put out his hand and I’d put mine in his but he didn’t shake it.

			Instead, he’d pulled me close and said in a low voice next my ear, ‘You hurt her, you leave. You mess up, you leave. You don’t get to work it out. Or I’ll make your life a misery. You understand?’ This was more or less to be as good as our relationship would get.

			I walked across the kitchen to my wife and cupped her face in my hands. ‘It’s a nice idea. Can we talk about it later?’ Then swiftly changing the subject, ‘Do we have plans this evening? I was going to catch up on some paperwork at the surgery.’

			She finished her coffee, carried the cup to the dishwasher. ‘Charlotte and Daniel’s.’

			‘Ah, yes,’ I said. ‘You need me to pick something up?’

			‘No,’ she said, distracted. She waved a hand at me. ‘The moving vans are back.’

			I joined her at the window. Outside, the sky was turning a light peach and a fog hung over the lawns on The Court. Beyond that, through the tall iron gates, the mist spread in a gauzy layer over the Commons and park.

			Across the street, a lorry beeped while it reversed along the pavement. It drew up in front of the only unoccupied house on The Court, then shuddered to a stop. Two men jumped down from the cab and pulled on large gloves as they walked to the rear of the vehicle.

			‘They can’t have much more stuff coming. This is the third load,’ I said.

			There were six houses in Belvedere Court. At the furthest end of the street were the Croziers, a retired MP and his partner. They owned two cats. Next up, the Foresters, a family of four, with a live-­in au pair, who collectively contributed to ninety per cent of the noise in The Court and seemed to find it impossible to move through a day without some element of chaos. We had dinner with them at their house shortly after we moved in and had done our best to avoid them since. ‘When you’ve escaped hell once, you don’t go back to check whether it was, in fact, hell,’ Lana had said at the time.

			Then there were the Sheltons – a widow, in her seventies, named Sheila. She was a patient of mine with surprisingly high blood pressure for such a slight woman. She lived with her thirty-­something-­year-­old daughter, Rachel – a quiet, mousy-­looking woman who kept her head down every time she skirted by our house with their spaniel to power-­walk the Common. Lana was fascinated by this woman, joked about whatever crime she’d committed in her past haunting her. She was an accountant. Worked freelance. I think. 

			The only couple we met up with regularly were in number three, Daniel and Charlotte Preston. I knew both of them. Had known them individually before they’d been a couple. An odd coincidence made awkward because I’d first met Charlotte when I was a young med student in Bristol. She was studying Law. We’d shared an embarrassing one-­night fumble after drinking too much at the students’ union bar. Something neither of us ever talked about, nor had we, as far as I knew from Daniel, ever mentioned it to our spouses.

			Daniel I’d met when I moved to London to do my foundation training. I was more broke than I’d ever been. The owner of the NHS Camden surgery I’d been placed in provided digs in his family home, and to top up my earnings, I worked the odd shift at a local bar down near the canal. Daniel was a regular. Every evening, straight from some building site and still covered in plaster dust, he’d prop himself up along the bar and down five pints of strong lager before heading home. Even at that stage, he was already well into his construction career and, in his words, couldn’t put the money he was making away. Now Charlotte was an esteemed divorce lawyer at a family law practice in central London, while Daniel built shopping malls and spa hotels.

			It wasn’t until Lana and I moved into Belvedere Court that I’d been reacquainted with both of them. Thrust back into each other’s lives, we defaulted to a position of couple friends, alternating dinner dates once a month, sometimes more. Daniel and I played golf on the mornings we found ourselves free, while Lana and Charlotte relaxed over coffee or went to yoga classes.

			I watched as the two removal men guided what looked like a large painting out of the back of the van. As they turned I saw that it wasn’t a painting but an artistic display, what looked like knives arranged on canvas; a collection of sharp edges that caught the early morning light, the deadly blades fanning outwards like rays from the sun.

			Lana tucked her hair back behind her ear and leaned forward. ‘Are they knives?’

			Out of the houses on The Court, the one across the street was the last to be occupied. It was a six-­bed with a garden double the size of ours. A generous driveway swooped round the left of the house, making the most of a curve in the road that led to the gates. Once a week, on a Sunday, a van of cleaners pulled up outside the house and proceeded to air rooms and wipe down the unused surfaces. Occasionally, the sound of a lawnmower came from the back or a gardener would be visible trimming the climbing roses that bloomed like pink baubles along the side of the house.

			Then last weekend, the moving vans had begun to arrive.

			‘What do you think? Married couple?’ Lana said after a bit, nodding in the direction of the house.

			‘What will I get if I’m right?’

			She grinned at me. ‘The knowledge you were right.’

			‘Could be single,’ I said.

			The men gathered at the back for the next item. A leather four-­seater in bubble-­gum pink. One thing I’ve noticed over the years is that taste depreciates in direct proportion to a person’s wealth, and if so, this person or persons were very wealthy indeed.

			‘It’s like the inside of a uterus,’ Lana murmured, the sight making up her mind about the latest residents on our street. ‘Married. Hetero. He’s a gynaecologist. She’s an artist.’ She pointed towards the sofa. ‘Clearly, both psychopaths.’

			I thought about how we wouldn’t be around long enough to get to know our new neighbours. How different my life would be now if that had turned out to be true?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			I drove the short distance to work. I felt haunted by the letter. I went over and back on whether and when to tell Lana. My hands tightened on the steering wheel. I wouldn’t just lose the house, my reputation in the village, but there was a good chance I’d lose my wife too.

			I waited in the queue at the traffic lights and looked out at the streets I’d come to know as home. The small boutique stores that lined Wimbledon Village were raising their shutters. I watched a barista as she carried a pavement sign outside the café door. Thomas Morrisey, the organic grocer was polishing apples and setting them in the front window alongside shining peppers and pale cauliflower heads. He caught my eye, waved. I lifted a hand from the steering wheel. I loved this place. The pastel fascias that adorned the shopfronts in icing-­sugar hues, light blues, greys, greens and creams. The hanging baskets and window boxes stuffed with pink geraniums, the dusky red brick of the older buildings. The doll’s house feel of it. A life-­size collectible village.

			A young couple, in dark green wax jackets and matching hiking boots, walked their two collies by the butcher’s and then in the direction of the Common. The woman caught my eye, flashed me a shy smile as she passed. Catherine Phipps. Immediately, my mind offered the following: twenty-­six. Mild mitral valve prolapse, ruptured ovarian cyst on left. No medication.

			On the clock tower of the old fire station, a magpie perched on top of the weathervane. The decision to move back here hadn’t been intentional. From the moment of my ejection from Wimbledon and its leafy suburbs, I hadn’t red-­ringed it as some future destination to reclaim. At least not in a conscious sense. They say success is when opportunity intersects with hard work. And no one could deny that I had worked hard. Done double my share. Looked after an alcoholic depressed father while my own mother sunned it up with her new family in Spain.

			All through school, scrimping, teasing out every pound. Any memory of my teen years was coloured in greys and blues, gloomy and cold. Like someone had raised a hand and held it over the sun. Lean, sour, fetid damp scent of mould, stale alcohol and greasy fried food. Beans on toast or corned beef? Colouring in the heels of my school shoes with black marker. Trainers bought a size too big, the toes stuffed with newspaper so that they would fit and endure. Homework done in a hat and scarf in the evening in front of TV game shows.

			When I got part-­time work at a local garage, the extra bit of cash deepened father’s – Ambie’s – shame, sent him further into the bottle. Then, I was the only one feeding the heating, the electricity. Every other week, I found new hiding places for my wages; behind the wallpaper, where it had loosened at my bedroom window due to damp. Under the lino at the back door. But Ambie hunted out his drink money better than any bloodhound.

			Despite life’s best efforts, I got into medical school. My grades didn’t exactly blaze a trail, but I’d learned that even the smallest push moves you forward. Once I got through Bristol, I could shake free the shame of my past. Any time I was asked about my family, I told them my dad was a retired restaurateur who now spent his time enjoying the spoils of his labour. It was partially the truth.

			The lights changed and I moved off down the high street, towards Willowhaven Surgery. I pulled up in the car park behind the clinic. Our – or rather Nathan’s – surgery, was a beautiful building. Red brick, two storeys, vibrant purple wisteria drooped from the walls. In the centre of the car park there was a circle of lawn that was home to a large willow tree. We were a private surgery reliant on healthy pensions and good medical insurance, all of which, even in recession-­immune Wimbledon, were showing symptoms of significant decline. I’d worked hard on my life here, stitched myself into the fabric of the community. Cut ribbons at charity picnics, attended garden parties and gallery openings. Washed clean the stains of my childhood until the sour tang of imposter syndrome was a distant memory.

			For months I’d watched the funds in our accounts sift away like water down a drain but hadn’t really let myself believe what was happening. Now the jitter of anxiety was building beneath my skin. There were options. We could downsize. Move or rent a flat somewhere less expensive. I could remain at the surgery, but the network of patients who sought care from Willowhaven moved in similar circles. They would talk. They would leave. The stigma of bankruptcy would infect their view of the surgery. Of my care. And Lana. Increasingly, I doubted she’d stay with me. The lie. Even if she overcame that, this wasn’t the life she signed up for. Not what she was used to. She would be furious at me for even thinking this, I could hear her outrage: You think I’m that shallow? Do you even know me at all? But saying something and living something are two different things entirely.

			I turned off the ignition, got out of the car and made my way inside. I didn’t expect anyone in until 8 a.m., and lately, our receptionist, Sam, was slow to arrive and fast to leave. There was a time when he’d be in before any of us and coffee would already be on the practising doctors’ desks, and in winter rooms heated and ready for patients. Now Sam had his wake-­up and turn-­up down to the second and slid through the doors at eight thirty, a full five minutes before the clinic owner, Nathan Kingston, arrived.

			Our team was as small as we could afford to keep it. Sam worked reception, taking Wednesdays and Friday mornings off, when Beatrice, a retired English teacher, stepped in. Vera, our admin and practice manager, spent most of her time attempting to train the various agency staff Nathan hired to help her. Patient numbers had fallen over the last six months, and where we used to have three nurses who spread the weekly hours between them, now we had one agency nurse who came one day a week to do bloods and regular check-­ups.

			The tightening of the purse strings had cast a pall of apathy across the clinic, infecting motivation, and Sam appeared more affected than anyone. I tried not to let it get under my skin that we were losing a half-­hour of patient calls to his morning ablutions. I’d brought the issue up with Nathan at each of our last three meetings, highlighting that times were tough, we were haemorrhaging patients, excusing the pun, but we couldn’t afford to miss one potential appointment. But Nathan was shaking hands with sixty-­five years, his retirement achingly close, and the changes he’d made already seemed to use up whatever ambition he had for the future of the clinic.

			I made for the staff room and scanned the noticeboard for new messages as I waited for the coffee machine to heat up. The decor inside the surgery was simple and bright, softened somewhat by the oak beams that traversed the arched ceiling. Plenty of green plants that at one time had been real but gradually over the years had been swapped out by plastic.

			The staff room was big enough to fit a tea-­and-­coffee station. A minifridge. There was a round table surrounded by four blue plastic chairs where clinic meetings were held. On the wall next to the door there was a white board where Nathan would occasionally put up a case for us to solve.

			I’d long suspected these cases were not so much medical riddles he’d unearthed from the internet but, in fact, his own patients he’d failed to diagnose. I’d worked with Nathan for less than a year before I realised he was a terrible doctor. But he had that priestly air that stoked unwavering loyalty in his patients. Originally, I’d planned to set up my own practice once I’d built a reputation in the Village but Nathan had mentioned more than once that he’d planned for me to be his successor. Therefore, I’d put heart and soul into my work for him. Then, right before the recession began nibbling away at our client base, he’d taken on another associate. Madison. And like siblings vying for parental attention, suddenly I had competition.

			I looked over the case on the whiteboard. He must have added it after Friday evening’s clinic. I knew if I searched through the patients he saw that day, I’d find on a case file, the list of symptoms laid out on the board. Forty-­eight-­year-­old female. Nine-­month-­old fracture of the right distal radius. Hyperalgesia. Discoloration of skin over the fracture site. Oedema. Atrophy of the small muscles on the dorsal surface of the right hand. Skin texture shiny with mild hirsutism.

			My colleague, Dr Madison Lopez, had already got to the case. No surprise there. In the course of the year she’d worked with us, she’d never bypassed an opportunity to show me up in front of Nathan. Madison was somewhere in her late twenties or early thirties. When I first met her, I’d asked her age to which she’d replied, ‘does it matter?’. She had not been long in practice. I’d known that much. She still had that keen, too shiny, self-­righteous air that bathes every new graduate embarking on their career. She was pretty. Long black hair she wore in a low ponytail, smooth unlined skin and wide brown eyes. On her first day, in an effort to make her feel welcome, I’d informed her that if she needed help or advice on any of her cases, my door was always open, that I understood how the case load and the responsibility of primary care, could be overwhelming. In an effort to bond, I’d gone into detail about a particular patient who’d presented with classic Guillain-Barré. But I’d misinterpreted his symptoms. Easily done. And thankfully it all turned out okay. I told her how I’d beaten myself up about it to the detriment of my other patients but in time I’d come to see that mistakes happen. We are only human after all. And that it was normal, on occasion, to feel out of your depth.

			‘Even now, with so many years under my belt, I feel like that,’ I’d said.

			Madison had taken my attempt at humility as astounding condescension. ‘You feel out of your depth?’

			There had been a coolness in her eyes that surprised me. ‘Well no. That’s not what I meant.’

			‘Good,’ she’d said. ‘But if you do. Ever feel like that, Dr Butler. My door is always open.’

			I read her notes on the whiteboard. Diagnosis, she’d written in her perfect slanted penmanship. Osteomyelitis. Bone infection. Obviously, Dr Google had been having a bad day. I picked up the pen and added the likely diagnosis of Complex Regional Pain Syndrome, then initialled it. For the first time in days, I felt a bounce in my step as I scooped up my coffee and headed to my consulting room.

			My room was large enough, airy and had a wide window that looked out on the high street. I kept the blinds open in the morning as I worked through the day’s prescriptions and insurance forms. When I finished, I drank down the rest of my coffee, not caring that it had gone cold, then leaned back in my chair, stretching my hands over the top of my head. I heard the front door of the surgery open and then the familiar jangle of Sam’s keys as he threw them on the front desk. Then a few seconds later, he called through.

			‘Dr Butler,’ he said, slightly breathless. I pictured him, phone pinned between shoulder and chin, trying to get out of his jacket. ‘You’re early,’ he said. Accusation.

			‘Not particularly. Mr Barton here?’

			‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Can I get you a coffee?’

			‘At eleven, please. If it’s not too much trouble?’

			‘Eleven,’ he repeated. ‘No, no, not at all.’

			‘Nathan in yet?’

			‘He’s not due until ten this morning. Something to do with their cat,’ he said.

			I heard the front desk computer beep. And pictured Sam drawing his thick black glasses from his red hair and perching them at the end of his nose.

			‘When Mr Barton arrives, send him straight in. I’ve to be off at one sharp today,’ I said. ‘Let Vera know that the completed insurance reports are on her desk.’

			‘Of course,’ he said and hung up.

			I reached down to my bag, removed my mobile from the front along with the bill. Returning to my desk, I spread out the letter, then, bracing myself, opened up an internet server and logged on to my bank accounts. In front of me, the phone on my desk blinked silently, patients booking or, as had been the pattern of late, cancelling appointments. People were pinching the pennies – or in Wimbledon, pinching the pounds. Health care should be recession proof and it was, if you were in the public sector. Here, we were singing for our supper and there’d been a gradual trickle of patients who were suddenly preferring the NHS song. Those with long-­term insurance contracts remained. Thankfully, it made up eighty per cent of my patient base, but my salary was still taking a hit. I stared at the statements, a cold kind of despair passing over me like a shadow. I clenched my fingers, reached for my mobile. Nothing was irretrievable. There had to be a way to pull this back.

			‘Myles,’ Eric Davison said. ‘It’s not a good time.’

			‘I need to see you.’

			Silence. A sigh. ‘I have meetings until two.’

			‘I can meet you then,’ I said.

			‘If this is about the house, Myles, you know there’s nothing I can do. It’s out of my hands.’

			‘I just wanted to take the temperature on where we’re at. Time wise,’ I said, trying to keep the desperate note out of my voice.

			‘I thought the letter said it all,’ he said. ‘As I said, once it moves from my hands, there’s little I can do.’

			‘Eric, come on.’ I felt a stab of anger but forced a chuckle of camaraderie into my voice. ‘It’s me.’

			Silence.

			‘Look, I have some money coming in,’ I lied. ‘You owe me that after the investment you suggested.’

			‘I never suggested anything,’ he said.

			My back teeth ground together. There was a twenty-­grand hole in our joint account to show for his advice. I pictured him running a hand round the collar of his shirt, his thick finger pushing against the flesh before settling on the knot of his tie which he’d then adjust slightly. He sighed down the line. ‘Meet me at two,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes, that’s all I can give you.’

			‘See you then,’ I said. I hung up, stared at my phone, anger curling in my stomach. Eric had practically stalked me when I opened an account with his bank. ‘Don’t worry. Health care,’ he’d said, ‘is unsinkable. Us banks love you. People are always going to get sick, right?’ He’d been good to me when times looked good. Stretched out my money so that he could stamp our mortgage forms quickly. An overdraft here. Another credit card there. A bridging loan. Made sure I was tied up good and proper with him and now he was ready to pull in his catch.

			There was a tap at the door and Mr Barton stuck his head around the corner. I logged out of my account.

			‘Come in, Bob,’ I said. He limped forward, pressing his left hand into his thigh as he moved.

			He lowered himself into the chair with an oof and a wince.

			‘Thank God I got in to see you, Dr Butler,’ he said. ‘Another flare-­up. Started yesterday morning. Terrible pain.’

			‘Are you still on the medication I gave you last time?’

			‘I started them again yesterday.’

			‘You remember they should be taken every day, Bob. Even when you’re feeling all right. That’s what keeps the crystals in your blood under control.’

			‘I’m sorry, Doc. I forget. I’ll remember next time.’ He gave another groan of pain.

			I hooked my steth over my neck, drew the cuff of the sphyg across the desk. I nodded to his sleeve and he dutifully rolled it up.

			‘Might be on the higher side this morning,’ he said. ‘My son’s back living with us. This crash has been hard on him. His wife has filed for divorce. I love my son, but having a thirty-­eight-­year-­old back at home is a bit stressful.’

			‘And how are you?’

			‘Worried about him, I suppose. You never stop wanting to take away your kids’ worries, no matter how old they are,’ he said.

			I pressed the cuff around his arm and inflated it quickly. ‘No,’ I said, feeling a pang of jealousy. I released the air from the cuff slowly, watched the needle beat downwards. Then removed it and checked my notes. ‘Better than last time. Let’s book you in for a review next week. I think we can do better with your diet, don’t you?’ I glanced at him.

			‘It seems so,’ he said and flushed, then jolted in pain, grabbing his leg again.

			‘Okay. Let’s have a look at this foot.’

			The day went on like that. Low-­maintenance standard fare. Nothing too challenging, which meant my dilemma continued to brew in the back of my mind all morning. The clock moved along towards 1 p.m. and shortly before I emerged from my consulting room, intending to refresh with a coffee and get through referral letters and slips for tomorrow morning, Sam called out to me.

			‘Nathan asked to see you,’ he said. ‘He’s free now in the staff room.’

			I checked my watch, then headed down the hall.

			Nathan was standing by the window, both hands in his pockets and his back to the door when I entered. He was in his usual brown suit. It had a kind of woodgrain texture. He told me once he had three of these suits. Changed his white shirt daily and sported a range of brightly coloured socks that were supposed to express his personality. He passed a hand down his red tie when he turned.

			‘Myles,’ he said.

			‘Nathan, I’m just about to step out.’

			‘Harold Rawlings has just passed. Bonnie has asked for one of us to oversee matters.’

			The Rawlings were long-­term patients who were part of every committee and society going in Wimbledon. But they were Nathan’s patients.

			‘Our Georgie has just taken ill.’

			I blinked.

			‘The cat,’ he explained. ‘Sofia would like me to accompany her to the vet. It’s not looking good.’

			I swallowed. Sofia, Nathan’s wife, took a shine to me from the moment we met. Whatever fuck-­ups, and there were a few I’d managed to get ensnared in, I knew it was Sofia who always reminded Nathan how far I’d come, reminded him that it was me he wanted to take over the surgery on his retirement. I lived with them on my first month on moving back to Wimbledon. They’d no children and I knew both Nathan and Sofia viewed me as more than just a protégé.

			‘Sofia shouldn’t have to deal with that on her own,’ I said. ‘I’ll go out to the Rawlings.’

			He sighed. ‘Thank you, Myles. I would have asked Dr Lopez, Madison, but you know how Bonnie Rawlings is.’

			‘It’s important our loyal patients are supported by people they trust,’ I said, not able to resist a dig at Madison.

			‘I thought so too,’ he said. ‘You might want to run your eyes over his notes. You’ve access, right?’

			‘Don’t worry.’

			‘Right.’ He took a deep breath, removed his mobile from his shirt pocket and looked at the screen. He gave me an apologetic look. ‘That’s Sofia now.’

			‘Let me know how Georgie fares.’

			‘I will.’ He looked me in the eye and said, ‘Thank you, Myles.’

			I hurried back to my consulting room, wakened the computer, then logged on to Nathan’s patient list. This was a privilege that had been bestowed on me eighteen months ago, in lieu of any other kind of promotion. I was a trusted associate. Should anything happen, I’d full access to the surgery’s patient lists, files and accounts. I opened up Harold Rawlings’s notes. He’d been ill for the last month. First hospitalised with pneumonia, steady list of antibiotics and painkillers. A little further back the hip fracture that likely instigated it all. He’d had an X-­ray at one of our partners’. There were some unclaimed bills on his account that would need to be signed off by his next of kin. Bonnie, I presumed. I went about printing them off so that I could take them with me and at the same time phoned Eric.

			‘I can’t make it. Something’s come up,’ I said. I continued to scroll through Harold Rawlings’s notes.

			‘Look, Myles. As of this afternoon, my position here has become somewhat more precarious than when I spoke to you this morning.’ He paused, I guess leaving space for sympathy. But it was difficult to feel any real sympathy for a man who’d,  accidentally or not,  seduced me into making an investment from our savings only to lose it all months later.

			‘I can hold off sending your account to debt collection for another couple of months. Tops. After that, someone else will be overseeing matters. Half of us got the warning today. Whatever pot you’re planning on digging up to get a foothold, best get on it.’

			I stared down at Harold Rawlings’s notes, an idea forming. No one would notice if I were to add a few more appointments, print them off, then change the notes on our system back again. I’d heard of a few GPs adding fictitious complaints to their patients’ histories in order to submit claims for payment. I swallowed. Harold Rawlings was dead, I told myself, and the Rawlings were beyond wealthy. If there were any resultant hikes in their insurance fees, I doubt Bonnie would notice. There wouldn’t be any real victims with this kind of crime. Morally, it was on the right side of bad. No one actually gets physically hurt, if you didn’t count giant insurance conglomerates. And I think most would agree, they could do with the odd kicking. The money wouldn’t be enough to clear my debts, but we had next to nothing in the bank, my earnings were being completely eaten up by our debts, our overdrafts maxed out. I couldn’t get another credit card and I’d tried.

			‘Two months. I can do that,’ I said. I pushed up the cuff of my shirt, checked the time. Logging out of the computer, I gathered up the necessary insurance forms and stuffed them into my bag. ‘As before, I’d prefer you didn’t mention this to Lana. I’m sure I’ll be in a position to sort it out soon. I don’t want to worry her unnecessarily.’

			‘Sure,’ he said, not attempting to disguise the sarcasm in his voice.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			By the time I was halfway out to the Rawlings estate, I was sweating through my shirt. The idea that I was about to commit fraud loomed in my head. I pulled over at a gift shop, got out and went inside. There were no staff at the counter, which was packed with boxes of trinkets, nonsense, key rings, pens, fridge magnets, lip balms.

			In times of stress, I’ve been inclined to take things. Items that don’t belong to me. The objects I take are generally without purpose, to me anyway, and almost never have any real monetary value. The first time I took something, it was the day after I realised my mother wouldn’t be returning. I stole a packet of football cards from our local newsagents. I didn’t even like football that much. I don’t need a psychologist to tell me the significance of when this habit started. There is a word for it. Kleptomania. But it sounds too heavy for what this is, a little swipe at the world. That is all. It feels restorative. Like I’ve reclaimed some small piece of ground and redressed a balance. I won’t lie. It excites me. And then there’s that contented calm that comes right after. Not dissimilar to post-­coital peace. It struck me that I hadn’t succumbed to this little habit for some time. Four years perhaps. Right before I married Lana.

			Voices were coming from a room at the back of the shop. I cleared my throat to alert the staff to my presence but no one materialised. I went to the card section, removed my phone and called Lana while I looked through the selection.

			She answered promptly. I smiled at the sound of her voice.

			‘Rescue me from my couples therapy morning,’ she said.

			‘I rather like your couples sessions.’ A young woman appeared at the storeroom door. Her long hair was braided down over each shoulder. She saw me, clocked the phone, then disappeared again. ‘You always return home incredibly grateful you married me.’

			‘Incredibly smug you mean, but with a mild twinge of lingering anxiety.’

			‘This does sound concerning. What can I do?’

			‘Just be wary of how you squeeze the toothpaste.’

			‘Is there a handbook or something I should read to help me avoid these marital faux pas?’

			‘Shelved right beside my thesis on “He doesn’t think too deeply, she interprets that as he doesn’t care”.’ A sigh. ‘This is my signal that I need a break. Holiday soon?’

			I swallowed. ‘I can’t. The surgery—’

			‘I know,’ she said.

			‘Look, I’ve a lot on and wanted to see if we could skip dinner with Charlotte and Daniel tonight?’ I experienced a sinking feeling in my chest. Lie after lie. They reproduced.

			Daniel’s construction business had been one of the first to fall into the recession black hole. The debt was slowly cannibalising his life. I wanted to be there for my friend but over the last few weeks, it seemed the only subject he could talk about. How Charlotte was the only one keeping the roof over their head. How she had no true idea of how much he actually owed. How he thought he might be depressed and could I prescribe something. His failure trailed after him like a shadow and resurrected in me a sick feeling of inevitability that all he was experiencing was ahead of me. But mostly, I wanted to keep our distance because I didn’t want talk about recession and debt around Lana. Not when I couldn’t answer her questions.

			A pause. ‘It’s a little short notice,’ she said. ‘You know what Charlotte’s like, she’s likely bought out half the artisan shops in the village by now.’ There was a hint of something bitter in her tone. Lana liked Charlotte, but intolerance always skirted the edges of their interactions.

			I sighed. ‘I could really do with a quiet one.’

			‘Okay. Sure. I’ll call her. Chinese takeaway again? Or are you still scarred after last time?’

			‘The night of the empty fortune cookie,’ I said.

			I ran my fingers over the shelves of cards. Birthdays, ­Weddings, Thank You cards, until finally I found the selection of two that said With Deepest Sympathy. One had a silver cross on the front, the other a trio of lilies bound in a purple ribbon. I chose the lilies.

			She laughed and asked playfully, ‘Do you really believe your future is held in the palm of sugar and flour?’
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