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PROLOGUE


According to the Audemars Piguet Fletcher had given her for her birthday, the minuscule face of which she found increasingly hard to read, it was getting on for six o’clock and Harrods had promised to deliver the ice-cream bombe by half-past five at the latest.

At the age of seventy-two, Clarice Goddard entertained at her Knightsbridge home increasingly rarely. She and Fletcher had made a conscious decision to ignore Jung’s admonition to spend the afternoon of their lives differently from the morning, and had decided to march to the rhythm of their psychic rather than their corporeal ages. While at weekends they were comfortably tucked up in bed by ten with their reading specs, the newspapers and the TV, there were few nights in the week, which they spent in town, that they did not put in appearance at one function or another: charity concerts, Save the Children or Friends of the Tate, appropriately kitted out for the part. Socialising was a full-time job; at her time of life, just keeping the ancient monument that was her well-preserved body in working order was a full-time job. A glance at the Harpers & Queen diary with its gold tooled initials – for which she surreptitiously removed the coupon from the magazine in one waiting-room or other each November – revealed a series of appointments which lined the pockets of various dental and medical practitioners in the environs of Harley Street. She was waited upon in addition by a hairdresser, who not only ensured that she never went grey, but who cut her thinning hair with the kind of attention bestowed on the topiary, privet swans and eagles which graced the lawns of Meadowlands, their Norfolk home, plus a chiropodist (podiatrists they called themselves now), a beauty therapist (depilation and eyelash tint), a diet counsellor (Fletcher had already had one coronary bypass operation and she was determined he should not have another), a masseuse, and sundry reflexologists, acupuncturists, thallaso-, aroma-, and whichever other therapists happened to be in vogue. Add to that the dressmaker she shared with Her Majesty the Queen, the milliner who ensured she was suitably (though not ostentatiously) hatted for Ascot and the Royal Garden Party (where she was always amazed to discover that Her Majesty neglected to provide paper napkins because of the consequent litter), the corsetière where they kept her vital statistics on file, the old Greek where she had her shoes hand-made for a sum which made her wince, and the smiling manicurist who came from Hong Kong and attended her at the flat.
         

Clarice was proud of her hands with their long fingers, the knuckles only negligibly thickened by arthritic changes, their tapering almond-shaped nails with a smooth coating of creamy varnish, the flattering circles of platinum and diamonds and the handsome square-cut emerald which matched exactly the poule de soie of the figure-hugging top she wore over her black taffeta skirt, and which reflected, in the purest of translucent greens, the dancing light from the newly-cleaned crystal chandelier. She had a thing about hands. In a man it was the first thing she looked at. It was one of the reasons she had married Fletcher, possibly the only reason. They had little in common. She had thrown in her lot with the fledgling banker on her return from her Swiss finishing school largely to avoid having to make a decision about what to do with her life from the unexciting choices on offer, and to escape from the paternalistic constraints of a home where a good marriage, for the three girls at any rate, was, in accordance with the precepts of Jane Austen and the post-war years, the quintessence of achievement.

She had met Fletcher at a ball – where else? – and the solid warmth of his unambiguous response to her body as he steered her clumsily round the dance floor excited her far less than his immaculate hands, proficient and strong, on the steering wheel of the family Bentley as he drove her home to Groom Place.
         

They had been married at Meadowlands and the honeymoon, paid for by Fletcher’s father who was chairman of the bank, had been spent at the Hotel Scribe in Paris and the Negresco in Nice. As far as sex was concerned, Clarice, who had been a virgin at the time both in body and mind, could take it or leave it, and while Fletcher took it, at opportunities both available and unavailable, she left the mechanics of it to him and was happy to let him get on with it while, neither liking nor disliking what seemed to her a grossly overrated pastime, her mind was elsewhere. He was a good husband. Of that there was no doubt. While he had kept his marriage vows to love and to cherish her, about which there was not the slightest degree of dissimulation, once the children began to arrive reservations started to infiltrate her preoccupied mind about his promise to remain faithful to her, but as things turned out she was hardly the one to talk. After fifteen years of a relatively harmonious marriage in which both she and Fletcher settled down into their respective places, Clarice, in a belated sexual awakening which concealed itself in a bout of unaccustomed depression, became uncomfortably aware that there was something lacking in her life and that what she desperately needed was the touch of a stranger: the exploration of another body and another mind. She found herself, for a moment too long, holding the gaze of unknown men, blushing, like a young girl, at the attentions of the least likely of them.

In an attempt to accommodate Fletcher, who spent his weekends, when it was not the season for shooting, on the golf course, she had agreed, whilst he was in Japan on business, to take lessons from the pro at his club so that they might enjoy golfing holidays together. The pro, whose name was Mike Beasley, had found it necessary to stand behind her and put his muscular arms around her body in order to demonstrate the correct back swing, and it neither surprised nor disgusted his pupil when she swivelled in his grasp one day to find a passionate tongue in her mouth. Mike had accepted a position as golf pro on a new Robert Trent golf course near Marbella. Their short-lived affair had astonished Clarice only in so far as her own responses were concerned. In an anonymous hotel room above a Surrey pub, she had flung off her accustomed modesty together with her underwear and kneeled to take his powerful penis in her mouth, giving it the attention and regard she had refused, point-blank, no matter what inducements he offered, to bestow upon Fletcher’s no less accomplished organ. Oblivious to the fact that her cries of pleasure could be heard through the afternoon window which was pulled hastily shut by her erect Adonis, she had screamed and begged in a crescendo of delight, which afterwards she was amazed to find had come from her own vocal chords.
         

If she shut her eyes now, even after all these years, she could have drawn a map of her lover’s lean body – with its carpet of curled hair that met the long line extending from his penis to his deep navel in the front and petered out at the base of his spine at the sharp divide of his trim buttocks – which she had been unable to resist smothering with uninhibited kisses. All that had been long ago. Back safely in Fletcher’s bed, while her body had been willing to abandon itself to an experience she had found quite mind-blowing, to coin a phrase, her authoritarian mindset was not, and both had shrivelled back into apathetic acceptance, neither welcoming nor complaining of his advances. It was some years now since they had settled comfortably into the more undemanding routines of companionship. She neither knew nor cared what Fletcher did with his undiminished sex drive. Since that time the mutual dependency which couples in their advancing years mistook for love had developed between them. Each cared when the other was ill, mentally out of sorts, or unable to cope with what had become an increasingly alien and often hostile world apparently run by children. The unspoken fear that, sooner or later one of them was bound to lose the other as a result of age, illness, or a combination of both, strengthened the bond between them. Next year – it was hard to believe – they would celebrate half a century of marriage to each other, an aberration in this day and age, and they were already discussing how to celebrate the momentous occasion that coincided neatly (she liked everything to be neat) with the millennium. Clarice, in a rush of unrealistic benevolence, had suggested that they took their entire tribe, children and grandchildren, on a family holiday to some exotic location. Fletcher, who had been shaving at the time, almost cut his chin with the old-fashioned razor by which he still swore. He raised his bushy eyebrows in the bathroom mirror and said how could you live for a day, let alone a week, in the midst of a brood which included the four warring siblings that were their own children and a diverse assortment of infants and teenagers, some of whom had embraced one or other of the prevalent weird cults, pierced and adorned their bodies in the most bizarre and primitive fashion, were slaves to impossible feeding regimes, were in many instances attached to undesirable partners, and in any event were more than likely to be in the midst of examinations or in an alternative hemisphere. Fletcher was right of course. It had been a romantic dream on Clarice’s part as she imagined them all on a deserted island skipping scantily clad round some tropical beach, as in a Boucher painting, in an excess of love and goodwill. In the event they had settled for a cocktail party at Claridge’s and were preparing the guest list, already reduced by natural wastage.
         

When the front doorbell rang, breaking into her reverie, Clarice guessed it must be the ice-cream bombe she had ordered to accompany the tropical fruit salad prepared by Milly, the Filipina maid who had been in her employ for more than twenty years and was more of a friend than a servant. The dessert would satisfy the taste of those of her six dinner guests – the table would only accommodate eight – who had a sweet tooth. With the small heels of her black satin pumps sinking into the deep velvet pile of the carpet, she made her way along the hall, hurrying in case the delivery boy, although it was usually quite an elderly man these days possessed of old-fashioned courtesy, assumed there was no one at home and took the dessert away again.

Opening the front door with the spyhole and several locks with which they safeguarded themselves against intruders at night, Clarice was ready to register her complaint about the tardiness of the delivery (which she would insist be passed on to the manager of the Food Hall). But it was not the bombe.
         

Two youths, balaclavas over their heads, pushed their way roughly past her, pausing only to turn the Banham in the lock and remove it from the keyhole. In the space of a few seconds a dialogue took place in Clarice’s mind: there had been a number of ‘incidents’ in the vicinity recently. She should not have opened the door. Murphy the doorman, a constant vigilante, should not have let the two into the building. She never opened the door without looking first through the spyhole – Fletcher had warned her often enough. Fletcher would be back any minute to put on his black tie and organise the drinks. So would Milly, who had gone home to change before she waited at table. The police, she must telephone the police… The two were there before her, ripping the instrument (which sat on the satinwood console table and matched the dove-grey Brussels weave carpet) from its socket. One of them wore blue jeans, a brown leather jacket and heavy walking boots, the other a track-suit, with a white stripe down the leg, and trainers.

‘Safe keys.’ The taller of the two held out a brown hand, as if she kept the key of the safe about her person. Hesitating for only a moment, she realised that the other young man, the one who had ripped the telephone from the wall and wound the severed flex neatly round his pale fingers, had whipped agilely behind her and was holding what felt suspiciously like the blade of a knife to her throat. She grasped, for the first time, although even now it did not really sink in, that she was in serious trouble.

‘Hand over the fucking keys, Grandma.’ The voice was menacing but paradoxically it was the appellation which offended her. Although she was indeed a grandmother several times over, she hated to be categorised as such, preferring to regard herself as a still youngish woman who just happened to have grandchildren, rather than as a stereotypical grandmother, which according to her children for whom she refused to babysit, she was not. The knife was pressing uncomfortably hard against her Adam’s apple.

‘I don’t have the key…’ She admired the fact that she had kept her cool and not allowed herself to be intimidated, but did not recognise the quavering sound of her own voice.
         

‘Bullshit!’

‘My husband has the key…’

‘Don’t give me that crap.’

‘He’ll be here any minute.’ She looked involuntarily at the Audemars Piguet before it was snatched roughly from her wrist, burning the skin and bringing tears to her eyes. She sobbed with self-pity as the emerald solitaire and the diamond eternity rings were torn from her fingers, bruising and scraping the knuckles and making them bleed. This was getting decidedly unfunny. She wished fervently that she had allowed Fletcher to connect them to Red Alert as he had suggested, the advertisements for which depicted an elderly, grey-haired woman with whom she had no wish to identify, sprawled unconscious on the floor.

‘Move!’ The coarse voice, which clearly belonged to someone of the lower denominations, was tense. Mention of Fletcher’s imminent return had made him uncertain. Deciding that it was preferable to lose her jewellery and whatever valuables Fletcher had in the safe rather than her life, Clarice led her careful way to the bedroom, terrified that the knife blade, which was still at her throat, would slip. Opening a cupboard she removed the safe key from beneath a pile of Fletcher’s impeccably ironed and neatly folded shirts. As she turned to hand it to her captors she realised with shock that the smaller man of the two was unzipping his jeans. Oh God, surely not that. This was turning into a real nightmare. Surely that was not what they wanted from a woman of her age? She tried to remember whether one was supposed to struggle or submit when threatened with sexual assault and prayed that it would not be what they referred to in the newspapers as an ‘indecent’ one, as if any of it were decent. She tried not to stare as the man, who had a missing tip to his finger, extracted his purple penis and proceeded in full view of her to urinate on the ivory carpet, a deed to which she reacted with almost as much disgust as if she had in fact been raped. Pulling herself together (a carpet was, after all, only a carpet when all was said and done) Clarice decided to try reason.
         

‘Listen you two, why don’t we try to sort this out between us…?’

‘Shut your fuckin’ gob.’ The urinating man had now jumped up on to the bed and was in the process of defecating on her quilt. This was going too far. She thought that she would faint. That she was going to be sick. Aware of the knife, pressed harder now to her throat, she decided that the entire episode, which seemed to have lasted for ever but which had taken no more than a few moments, was not happening to her and that she was dreaming it. She led the way into the dining-room where, on the drawn-thread tablecloth, translucent slices of smoked salmon were tastefully arranged on blue glass plates, each with its lemon half, to await her guests. As she moved towards the portrait of herself, for which she had worn a guipure lace dress to emphasise her tiny waist and which had been painted at the time of her marriage, an outstretched hand removed the cling-film and helped itself to a grubby fistful of smoked salmon which disappeared rapidly beneath the balaclava. Reverting to dinner party mode, she thought irrationally – what strange tricks the mind played! – that as the hostess she would have to make do with half an avocado and pretend that she did not care for salmon.

As she struggled to remove the portrait concealing the wall safe, she realised that she had been half expecting some flattering comment on the likeness, which had been captured in pastel colours by quite a well-known artist.

‘Get the fuck on with it.’ The words were accompanied by an unexpectedly sharp blow to her ear, making her dizzy. The key was snatched preremptorily from her hand and inserted into the lock. This left the tumbler with its arrow and its dedicated code, which she had used only a short while ago to get her emerald ring from the safe. Both the six digits, and the number of turns of the marked wheel which must be executed in specified directions with each entry, refused to come. She knew that the first two numbers had to do with their eldest daughter’s birthday, which was on the 22nd of March, unless it was the youngest’s on August the 15th. Either 22 or 15 followed by 99 – which was what the doctor used to make you say when he wanted to look down your throat and which they had decided was easy to remember – then the year in which Fletcher had been born or was it the date of his birthday? She tried 22, turning the tumbler four times to the left and trying to get her shaking hand to stop the dial precisely on the line, then three turns to the right and 99, two more to the left and 23, the 23rd of May. She pulled the handle. Nothing happened. It must have been 24, 1924, the year Fletcher had been born…
         

There was another blow, this time to the other ear. It was no good, her mind had seized up. A fist in her back brought her to her knees as a frantic hand wrenched at the unyielding handle to the safe.

‘I’m sorry,’ she heard herself apologising. ‘I can’t remember the combination.’

‘She’s ’aving us on.’

‘’Aving us on are you, Grandma?’ A kick from the heavy boot flattened her on to her back on the narrow stretch of parquet between the chairs and the wall, which smelled of the liquid wax Milly had applied that morning.

‘Leave it. The silly bitch ’as lost ’er marbles.’

There was a crash from above as the crisp tablecloth was pulled from beneath the place settings, sending shards of blue glass, slivers of smoked salmon and halves of muslin-wrapped lemon scudding over the floor. Clarice thought how concerned her grandfather would have been at the decimation of the set of plates which he had brought back from Murano as a present for her grandmother and which had been in the family for so long. The tablecloth was used as a container to hold what she assumed (she was unable to see) were her silver candlesticks and cutlery, the wine coasters and anything else that was of value from the table, while her captor hastened to bind her hands and feet with the telephone flex, which he slashed into two and tied in cruelly tight knots. Slipping the knife into his waistband, he aimed a series of vicious kicks at her body.

‘Cut it out, Wayne!’

‘Wayne! Wayne? Fucking fuckhead!’ Taking his anger at his companion’s indiscretion out on Clarice, her assailant kicked her sharply, several times, in the region of her kidneys. Although the pain was worse than that of childbirth and made her want to vomit, the chandelier on the ceiling was revolving and she was soon past feeling it. She no longer thought, no longer cared. ‘Fucking Paki!’ Using his full force, the youth brought his foot down, again and again until he heard the satisfactory crack of bone.
         

*   *  *  *  *


Fletcher’s first intimation that all was not well was that Murphy, a proud Janus, was not at his usual post in the pillared foyer, sitting at his desk near the lift from which he vetted all comers to the building. Assuming that the porter had been summoned by one of the tenants to replace an out-of-reach light bulb, or that he was delivering a parcel, Fletcher took the lift to the second floor as usual, where he was surprised to find a square package from Harrods (leaking slightly at the corners) left on the outside mat. Neither of these two anomalies prepared him for the tribulation that was to come.

Picking up the sodden box and letting himself into the flat, the fact that the telephone on the console table had been disconnected did not register; neither did the observation that a salt cellar had been dropped, spilling its contents on the hall floor. Clarice, he surmised, had gone into the kitchen to fetch a dustpan and brush. ‘Clarice!’ He called her name.

The silence puzzled him. Were they not expecting dinner guests within the hour? ‘Clarice!’

The kitchen, stainless steel pans of water ready for the vegetables on the cooker and Spode coffee cups on a tray, was empty, as was the bedroom, where not only was the door to his cupboard open and his shirts had been disturbed but to his horror someone had defecated on the bedcover and urinated on the floor. With fear such as he had not known even during his war years now gripping his entrails, and in a state of panic and trepidation which froze his larynx and prevented him from calling his wife’s name, he moved towards the drawing-room where the velvet and tapestry cushions had been plumped and arranged with military precision and the sherry decanter, eight glasses, and a small dish of salted almonds sparkled on a silver tray.
         

‘Clarice?’ His voice, tense now with fear, did not reach his lips. Crossing the Rubicon that was the two steps to the threshold of the dining-room, the disarray of broken glass, smoked salmon, halves of lemon, and thinly sliced brown bread and butter which littered the floor stopped him in his tracks.

Afterwards, when Milly had innocently returned in her white apron – later to be smeared with blood, when the ambulance crew had come with their stretcher and respectfully taken his wife’s body to the mortuary, when the dinner guests he had forgotten to cancel had silently gone on their shocked way with their beribboned chocolates and their bottles of wine, when the police officer had finished questioning him as if he had soiled his own bed and murdered his own wife, when at last he was alone with the rest of his life, he had taken out his thoughts and examined them – to find that the mind which could plan and execute the most complicated of take-over bids was vacant, except for the image which he would be unable to expunge no matter how long he lived: the unequivocal imprint of the sole of a heavy boot on Clarice’s dead face.

Having righted an upturned chair he was still sitting fully dressed in the dining-room when the newspapers arrived next morning. Concierge in cupboard gagged. Kensington pensioner in savage murder. Drummond Street joy-riders in 150 mph crash apprehended, one dead, one in coma.



        

    
        
            

         

ONE


As a Reader in Mathematics, accustomed to understanding averages and seeing through the political manipulation of statistics, Dermot Tanney thought he should have been able instantly to decipher the instructions on the sleeve of the box of steak and mushroom pie, which he had discovered wedged icily between the Chinese meal for two and the beef teryaki in the freezer. Wondering what madman had decreed that the instructions should be inscribed on the reverse of the package, so that it was necessary to turn the whole thing upside down to read, possibly damaging the piecrust, he put on the same recently acquired half-glasses through which he read the text of his lectures when he was lost for words (which having kissed the Blarney Stone was not very often). He sat down at the table, at which Sebastian, plugged into his Walkman, was ostensibly doing his homework, to give what passed for food these days his undivided attention.

‘Your mother should be home soon.’ Trying to hide the anxiety in his voice, he sent the first ball, a friendly lob, over the net that seemed relentlessly to divide the generations. The well-meaning remark with which Dermot had intended to open a hoped-for dialogue with his son fell upon deaf ears. He repeated it a semi-tone more loudly. ‘Your mother should be home soon.’

Sebastian, in black regulation pullover (dotted with crumbs from his tea) and the regulation grey shirt from the open collar of which hung the loosened knot of limp string that was his school tie, did not look up from the exercise book where he was busy embellishing with extravagant doodles in the shape of space rockets the single line he had managed to write.

‘Did you hear what I said?’

A grunt of assent emerged from between the earphones.

‘Then why did you not reply?’

‘It wasn’t a question.’

Dermot could not dispute the veracity of the statement. Game to Sebastian. He felt the gall rise in his throat, the taste of which was familiar when he attempted any intercourse with the thirteen-year-old, and sent his next, avowedly sneaky, shot, on which there was a scarcely concealed back-spin, into the boy’s court.
         

‘Did you bring home your report?’

After a long moment’s hesitation and without looking up, Sebastian reached into his bag on the back of the chair, removed a slim red booklet bearing the legend Lion School and flung it nonchalantly into the no man’s land of marked and pitted oak which lay between his father and himself. Deciding to ignore the overt insolence of Sebastian’s riposte, Dermot picked up the document and turned to the painstaking black copperplate of the first page:

‘Dear Dr Tanney and Professor Sands, despite the difficulties at home, Sebastian has had a satisfactory year. Although the odd mild criticism emerges here and there in this report, his overall results may be regarded as satisfactory…’


Difficulties at home. To the outsider the problems could seem small and unimportant, facts interpreted according to the emotional assumptions of the listener, like the war that in the opinion of some was fought to protect a people and their culture from external threat, and in the opinion of others was waged with the aggressive intention of expropriating more land. Difficulties at home. Litotes. St Paul was a citizen of no mean city. The emotive power of language, in which the guerrilla was both freedom fighter and terrorist, the liberator an invader, the dissident a criminal, according to where one happened to be standing, according to one’s point of view. Truth, with its potential for light and shade, its susceptibility to obfuscation, bothered Dermot, which was why he had embraced the science of mathematics with its proofs and certitudes, its concrete data, where your answer was either right or it was not. Forgetting the steak and mushroom pie as it slowly defrosted to leave a wet mark on the table (the domesticity in which he had to engage more and more lately did not come naturally), he returned to the report.


         

‘…Sebastian is in the happy position of choosing his GCSE options from a position of strength. He is a delightful boy and, as his form master, I have no trouble with him. He clearly has much potential and I look forward to seeing this fulfilled in the future…’


Looking across the table at his son, who had added only one word to his oeuvre and was tapping his feet to the rhythm of whatever incomprehensible sounds were emerging from his headset, Dermot tried to see the boy through the eyes of Mr Blunt, a man whose surname was invariably replaced by the boys in his care with a more down-to-earth epithet. ‘A delightful boy.’ If Mr Blunt had seen his pupil, braces on his teeth, slumped with a bag of crisps in front of the television set each evening, glued to some sit-com with its maniacal and inappropriate post-production laughter when Dermot wanted to catch up with the news…or if he heard his every remark responded to, if indeed it was responded to, with the most cursory of grunts…if he were appraised of the boy’s bedroom and bathroom habits which did not bear examination, if he had any intimation of Sebastian’s determination to go through life with the minimum of effort and the least consideration for others, with an apathetic and often loutish demeanour which betrayed the lack of the most basic social skills, perhaps Blunt would not have regarded his pupil as being quite so delightful.

Dermot tried to remember his own childhood, but since his father, a pig exporter from County Cork, had left his home and his mother – a hard-working primary school teacher – for a nubile young vet when Dermot was three years old, there was no comparison to be made. He turned the page. ‘English. Excellent year. In class Sebastian has continued to contribute helpfully although he still has a tendency to chatter…’ A tendency to chatter. If he did converse in class, he left his vocal skills in school together with the rugby shirt that he invariably forgot to bring home to be washed until it was so permeated with mud that it could stand up by itself. ‘Chemistry. With application and discipline Sebastian might improve his written work. Maths. B minus. Well below his excellent potential. Sebastian remains disorganised…’ Looking at the confusion of sweet papers and exercise books, the Lion School scarf, the single plimsoll, the spilled pencil case, the well-thumbed comic, the calculator, the laser torch, the French verb book with its torn cover and the IT manual which lapped at Sebastian’s feet, he thought that disorganised was hardly the word for it. B minus. B minus for maths! It was a bone of contention, but as his wife Sidney was fond of saying in defence of Sebastian (she spent her life defending him), not everyone can do fractals and Fibonacci numbers. Mathematics was not a question of fractal and Fibonacci numbers; not a question of how long it takes for a tap to fill a bath. It was a matter of being able check your change, to understand averages, to know that a fall in the annual percentage increase in the crime rate didn’t mean that things were necessarily getting better. As he had tried to explain to Sidney on more than one occasion when the subject of Sebastian came up (which was too frequently for comfort), whenever one filled the freezer or attempted to fit luggage into the boot of the car, what one was doing was in fact quite complicated three-dimensional geometry…
         

‘Why don’t you put it in the oven?’ The subject of his speculation did not raise his head from the table. He had problems with meeting his father’s critical gaze.

‘Put what in the oven?’ Dermot remembered the supper he was preparing for Sidney’s return. He opened the oven, slung the box, from which he had removed the sleeve and cardboard lid as directed, into its maw before turning his attention to the potatoes that he had bought from the Indian mini-market on his way home from the university, and which sat with accusing eyes on the draining-board.

Although the house was on five floors, the basement kitchen, French doors looking out on to the tangled garden which neither he nor Sidney had time to control, and front windows protected by an iron grille giving on to the Islington pavement with its miniature dust storms, was the hub. The house’s warren of rooms was untouched by the prevailing designer ethos which made the surrounding homes of the professional middle classes with their Victorian baths and Conran sofas interchangeable. If the kitchen was the engine-room of the house, Sidney was its captain. Or had been. Organised and capable, she had taken up her position at the sink or the cooker after a full day’s work almost without taking her coat off. No matter how late it was nor how traumatic her day, and apparently without effort, talking all the time, she would proceed to knock up an appetising meal for the three of them from ingredients she had bought on her way home from the hospital. Secure in the knowledge of her own proficiency, Sidney ran her home with the same lack of fuss and cheerful competence with which she ran her department, cutting through obstacles and tactfully solving problems. Both would have been hard put to manage without her. Dermot was not only a mathematician but also a popular science writer (he tried to show where mathematics fitted into human culture), a media guru beloved by female viewers who found his intellect sexy. He lived in his head, where the mental constructs of non-linear dynamics, algebra and topology – so vivid that he felt them to be real – took precedence over the problem of clean shirts (which he solved by wearing black polo-neck sweaters) and what they were to have for dinner. The one area where he took charge was the interiors of the cupboards. He lived his life by patterns, finding equations in fields of corn, in the movement of football crowds, and in share prices. Fascinated by the identical wave configurations to be found in sand dunes and liquid crystal displays, he would stand for hours mixing symbols and geometry, organizing tins of beans, packets of biscuits and canisters of rice into perfect symmetry in the larder. As far as visual splendour was concerned, computer graphics now allowed people to enjoy the glory of mathematics without having to do the hard work, but, as he told his students, the teaching of mathematics was like the teaching of music: anyone could be taught to listen, most people could achieve some degree of proficiency, but very few became virtuosi and fewer still composers. The job of musicians was not to sight read, and the job of mathematicians was not simply to understand what the symbols meant and to play around with them, but to use the symbolism as a tool for understanding the real nature of the problem: to emulate the creator rather than to read from the sheet music.
         

Just as at social gatherings the medical practitioner was often greeted with a catalogue of symptoms, the lawyer asked how he could tolerate the defence of one whom he knew to be guilty, the writer questioned about where he got his ideas, when the mathematician revealed his métier to strangers an embarrassed silence ensued, followed by, ‘I was never very good at maths at school’, as if the confession were something of which to be proud. Most people were better at maths than they thought. Mathematics was more than arithmetic, more than being adept at mental arithmetic, which, paradoxically, was often counter-productive: mathematics was embedded in the culture of everyday life. The surface of a mug of tea, no matter which way it was stirred, could be counted on to produce spirals rather than some other pattern, and the simple act of slicing a banana demonstrated the shape of energy at the surface of a pendulum.
         

Peeling the potatoes awkwardly with his left hand, using Sidney’s right-handed potato peeler, Dermot cut them into satisfying shapes – hexagons and rhomboids, triangles and rectangles – before fitting them neatly into the saucepan. This mundane task, during which he tried to come up with some revolutionary insight into the universe that could promote a new way of thinking about the natural world, of driving the planet forward, kept him from dwelling on what Mr Blunt had dismissed so casually as the ‘difficulties’ which had permeated the house and taken over their lives in the past six months.

At the age of forty-two, his darling Sidney was dying. Without medical intervention, in anything from a few weeks to a few months she would be dead. As a scientist who carried out no experiments, who solved problems with no direct practical application, he had tried to come to grips with the fact that he had to stand by, able to do nothing as she deteriorated before his eyes. He regarded it all as a river which had to be crossed and tried to invent a piece of mathematics which would take him to the other side. So far he had had no success and each time he thought about it or set eyes on Sidney he felt a sensation so devastating in the pit of his stomach that he was forced to hide behind a wall of flim-flam, which deceived nobody, least of all his wife.

Nine months ago he had accompanied Sidney to an endocrinology meeting in Paris where, suddenly overtaken by an episode of dizziness and exhaustion, she had spent much of the weekend in the hotel bedroom. Ignoring the fact that it was some time since she had felt really well and that she had progressive difficulty in climbing the stairs and walking, Sidney attributed her symptoms to a recurrence of the childhood asthma which had reappeared when Sebastian was born and had lately been troubling her again. She had refused to let Dermot call a doctor. She put her fatigue and breathlessness down to overwork, to too much travelling, to too many international conferences, to stress in the understaffed Department of Histochemistry, and to the fact that her routine asthma remedies no longer seemed effective. Apart from lamenting the lost weekend, neither of them had been too bothered. Back home again, Sidney took no notice of the fact that she was finding physical activity more and more difficult and she continued with her work at the postgraduate medical school, where for some time she had been collaborating with the head of cardiac surgery, Professor Eduardo Cortes, on research into terminal pulmonary disease.
         

A cursory examination by a colleague in the cardiology department to whom she finally confided her symptoms, which now included chest pain, endorsed her diagnosis of asthma. As the weeks went by, however, she became more and more incapacitated and could no longer make light of her condition. When she finally collapsed during a meeting in her office and announced that she would die if she were not looked at ‘properly’, she was admitted to a ward in the hospital to which the postgraduate medical school was attached. The consultant physician – to whom she confessed for the first time that her breathing had become so bad that she now had to sleep sitting up – had been horrified to find that the venous blood pressure in her neck was dangerously high and the veins above the collar-bone grossly engorged. When the diagnosis was made of ‘right-sided heart failure secondary to pulmonary hypertension’ – a condition in which the blood pressure in the arteries leading to the lungs is abnormally high – Dermot had at first felt a sense of relief. Primary pulmonary hypertension, or PPH, didn’t sound all that serious, not like motor neurone disease or cancer, and when Sidney was discharged from hospital with her bottles of anti-coagulants and calcium blockers and instructions to go upstairs only once a day, her colour was good and she had looked rested rather than ill. Despite the massive side effects she experienced from her medication, which included weight gain and swollen legs, she refused to abandon her responsibilities. After a short period of bed rest and continuous oxygen, she carried on as best she could with the help of Dermot and Sebastian, who fed her peanut butter sandwiches and brought up slopping cups of tea.
         

When Dermot was summoned urgently by a neighbour who had found Sidney, rambling and confused, in the overgrown garden, he had called the ambulance and she was admitted to hospital, where tests revealed her heart and lungs to be so severely damaged that replacement organs were her only option. Without a transplant she would die.

At first Dermot had refused to believe it. He did not hold with illness, largely because he had never been ill. He realised that he had been deluding himself about the seriousness of Sidney’s situation, which she had herself largely dismissed. Aware that even if organs were available they did not guarantee a cure, he took refuge in statistics. There were three hundred patients on the transplant list at the Fulham Hospital; one hundred and twenty transplants were carried out each year and half were successful; seventy per cent of these patients survived more than a few months. Repeating the facts like a mantra, but unable to assimilate them, he took Sidney home to face the psychological and physical burdens of confirmed heart failure. Each day that passed without a call from the hospital transplant co-ordinator brought Sidney closer to death, and Dermot, whose life had been spent unearthing answers, no nearer to finding a solution to the problem uppermost in his mind.

Despite Dermot’s protests, and with the help of an oxygen inhaler, Sidney had managed to carry on working by sheer force of will. Today was the sixtieth anniversary of the Postgraduate Medical School, at which event she had promised to give the keynote lecture. With the permission and support of Professor Cortes, and despite Dermot’s reservations, she had insisted on keeping her promise.
         

Putting the potatoes on a low heat, Dermot watched Sebastian remove the wrapper from a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk and absent-mindedly break it into mouth-sized portions.

‘Do you know how many squares there are in that chocolate bar?’

Sebastian, who was more interested in eating the chocolate than in analysing it, shook his head.

‘Suppose there are twenty pieces, what would be the minimum number of snaps required to break it into individual squares?’ Sebastian brushed some escaped crumbs into his palm and putting his head back tossed them into his mouth. It was obvious. If there were twenty squares, twenty snaps must be needed.

‘Twenty.’

‘That’s what I thought you’d say.’ Sebastian fell into his father’s traps every time.

‘Nineteen. It’s nineteen. Each time you break off a piece of chocolate the total number of pieces increases by one. Since you began with one square you will need to snap the chocolate nineteen times to create twenty individual squares!’ Unimpressed, Sebastian offered his father a piece of chocolate.

Dermot sighed.

‘I don’t know why I bother. It wasn’t some kind of test or examination, Sebastian. I wasn’t trying to catch you out. I was trying to teach you something about mathematics. The fact that the slab was rectangular did not enter into the solution. It could just as well have been a single block of any shape. The argument is valid for any number of squares. If there are n squares then n-1 snaps are needed. This is what mathematics is about, finding general results and principals rather than solving problem for special values. Take a moment to reflect about it. What are you doing?’ Sebastian was gathering up his books.
         

‘I’m going to Rupert’s. I’m sleeping over.’ In one ear and out the other. Dermot didn’t know why he bothered. No wonder Sebastian had a poor report from school. A walking sweetshop, Sebastian extracted a bag of licorice allsorts from his bag and put them on the table.

‘These are for Mum.’

Looking through the grille of the basement window as the front door slammed (he didn’t know how many times he had told Sebastian about slamming the door), Dermot noticed that it had started to rain. For the umpteenth time he dialled Sidney’s mobile number. When there was no reply he glanced nervously at the clock on the wall and prayed, as he did every time she left the house, that nothing untoward had happened to her.
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