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Prologue


Someone told Maddy Williams that people always knew when they were going to die. Or maybe she’d read it somewhere. A newspaper? Magazine? She read a lot of women’s magazines – particularly the problem pages and stories of human angst, about people like herself who had complexes about the way they looked. Noses too big, breasts too floppy, pointy ears, ratty lips.


There were faulty cars known as Friday cars, and maybe there were Friday people – people who had bits of code missing from their genes, or error messages that manifested by placing their eyes too close together, or giving them too few fingers or a hare-lip, or, like herself, a port-wine stain birthmark the shape of Texas, covering half of her face. Defects that the victims had to display for the rest of their lives, as if they were carrying a banner that said, My genes did this to me.


But not any more for Maddy Williams. She’d been saving since she was ten years old, when she first heard about plastic surgery in a television documentary. Ever since Danny Burton and every other classmate, and just about every stranger she’d ever encountered, had stared at her in a way that made her feel like a freak, she had been saving for this series of operations that was going to transform her life. And one of the most famous plastic surgeons in Britain was performing them.


Some months back he’d sketched on paper and shown her on the computer in his consulting room how she was going to look with her new face, and three weeks ago he had started on her. It wasn’t just Texas that was going: that hooked beak of a nose was morphing into a Cameron Diaz snub, her lips would be filled out, her cheekbones reshaped. After thirty-one years of hell she was going to be transformed!


And now on the operating table, woozy from the premed, her thoughts rambling, she hardly dared believe it was all happening . . . that it was really happening! Because nothing good ever did happen to her, that was the pattern of her life. Always, when she was on the edge of something going her way for once, the wheels would fall off. She’d read about this too, people who were dogged by bad luck. Maybe there was a bad-luck gene?


In truth the two operations she’d had so far weren’t quite as great as she’d hoped. She was disappointed with her nose, the arches were too flared, but the surgeon was going to correct that now. Just a tiny op today, pre-med and local anaesthetic, a little bit of tweaking and hey presto!


When I come round I’m going to have a nose like Cameron Diaz.


Soon I’m going to be everything I ever wanted to be. Normal. I’m going to be an ordinary human being. Just like everyone else.


The ceiling above her was cream plaster; it looked tired, the kind of ceiling where spiders hang out and bugs crawl. I’m a pupa curled up inside a chrysalis and I’m going to emerge as a beautiful butterfly.


The table shook slightly beneath her, a faint rumbling sound – wheels? Like a drum roll. Now she was under bright lights. She could feel their warmth. Get a suntan! she thought.


Two figures in green surgical scrubs stood over her, their faces anonymous behind their masks and beneath hats like scrunched J-cloths. The nurse and the surgeon. His eyes locked on hers. Last time they had been sparkling with warmth and humour, but now they were different: cold, devoid of any emotion. An icy wind squalled through her, and the faint apprehension of a few minutes ago now turned into mounting terror that she was not going to survive this operation.


People know when they are going to die.


But there was no need to be afraid. Hey, this surgeon was Mr Nice Guy! This was the man who’d shown her how beautiful he could make her, who’d held her hand to reassure her, who had even done his best to convince her that she looked fine as she was, that she did not need surgery, that the blotch on her face and the kink in her nose all added to her character . . .


But this surgeon was in a strange space today – or was it just in her imagination? She looked for reassurance at the nurse. Warm concerned eyes stared back. She wasn’t aware of anything wrong. But . . .


People know when they are going to die.


The words were screaming inside her now. She was not going to make it through this operation, she needed to get out, now, this minute, cancel, forget about it.


Maddy attempted to speak, but as she did so the surgeon leaned over her, holding a cotton bud in his gloved hand, and began to work it around the inside of first her left nostril, then her right. She wanted to move, to shake her head, to shout, but it was as if someone had disconnected her body from her brain.


Please help me! Oh, God, one of you please help me!


Darkness was descending, swabbing up her remaining thoughts before they were fully formed, before they could turn into words. And now, as she stared back into the surgeon’s eyes, she could see a smile in them, as if he had been holding something back from her and now he didn’t need to hold it back.


And she knew for certain that she was going to die today.
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Late on a wet May afternoon, Faith Ransome, walking around the downstairs rooms of her house, checking for errant bits of Lego, thought, Is this it? Is this my life? Is this all there is?


Alec, in the kitchen, called, ‘Mummy, Muummeeeee! Come and watch!’


She stooped to recover a bright yellow corner piece from behind the sofa, relieved. Ross would have seen it for sure. And then . . .


She shivered, feeling a little queasy. It was cold in England after three weeks of hot, dry sun in Thailand. They’d been home four days and it felt much longer. Four centuries.


‘Muummmeeeee!’


Tuning out his voice, she walked upstairs, the ritual, checking each of the stairs for marks, mud, paw prints, and the walls for any new blemish, the lights for blown bulbs. Her eyes scanned the landing carpet and she recovered another Lego brick, went into Alec’s room, and put the two pieces in the box on the table. She looked around carefully, picked up a robot space-walker, crammed Alec’s trainers into the cupboard and closed the door, rearranged the Star Wars bedcover and straightened the row of fluffy heads on the pillow.


Spike, Alec’s hamster, as fat as its Rugrat namesake was skinny, was trundling around inside the treadmill in his cage. She scooped up a few spilled grains from the table-top and dropped them in the waste-bin.


As she finished she heard the drumroll bark of Rasputin, their black Labrador, b-woof . . . b-woof . . . b-woof . . .


A rush of adrenaline. Then the unmistakable mashing of tyres on gravel.


Not good adrenaline this – like seaweed-laden storm waves breaking inside her. Barking steadily, Rasputin lumbered from the kitchen, through the hall, into the drawing room where, Faith knew, he had leaped on to his chair in front of the bay window so that he could see his master.


He was home early.


‘Alec! Daddy’s home!’ She sprinted for the bedroom, peered in, checked. Bed neat inside the four-poster oak frame. Shoes, slippers, stray clothes, already put away. En-suite bathroom. Basin spotless. Towels hung the way Ross liked them.


Hastily she pulled off the jeans, sweatshirt and trainers that were her habitual daytime clothes. It wasn’t that she felt like dressing up to greet her husband, she just wanted to avoid criticism.


In the bathroom she stared at her face in the mirror. In the cabinet was a plastic vial of pills. Her happy pills. It had been over a month since she had taken one and she was determined to stay off them. Determined to beat the depression that had dogged her on and off for the past six years since her son had been born – to kill it dead!


She put on some eye-shadow, fresh mascara, a dash of rouge, dabbed a little powder on her perfect snub nose (her husband’s craftsmanship, not her genes) pulled on black Karen Millen slacks, a white blouse, a pale green Betty Barclay cardigan and black mules.


Then she checked her hair in the mirror. She was a natural blonde, and favoured classic styles. Right now it was parted to one side, cut just short of her shoulders at the back and slanted down across her forehead at the front.


You don’t look bad, girl, not for a thirty-two-year-old mum.


Although, of course, she had Ross to thank for a lot of that.


The key was rattling in the front door.


And now she hurried down the stairs, as it opened in a flurry of leaping dog, swirling Burberry raincoat, swinging black case and distressed-looking Ross.


She took the case and the raincoat, thrust at her as if she was a hat-check girl, and proffered her cheek for a perfunctory kiss. ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘How was your day?’


‘Total hell. I lost someone. Died on me.’ Anger and pain in his voice as he slammed the door behind him.


Ross, six foot four, black hair gelled back in high-gloss waves, reeking of soap, looked like some handsome gangster: starched white shirt, red and gold silk tie, tailored navy suit, trousers with creases to slice cheese, black brogues flossed to military perfection. He seemed close to tears.


At the sight of his son his face lit up.


‘Daddy, Daddy!’


Alec, face brown from Thailand, was leaping through the air into his arms.


‘Hey, big guy!’ Ross held his son tightly to his chest, as if in this animated bundle of child he was holding every hope and dream in the world. ‘Hey!’ he said. ‘What’s been happening? How was your day?’


Faith smiled. No matter how low she felt, seeing the love between her husband and her son was the one thing that gave her strength and the resolve to make her marriage work.


She hung up his coat, set down the case, and went into the kitchen. On the television, Homer Simpson was being berated by his boss. She poured a three-finger measure of Macallan into the glass, then pressed the tumbler up against the ice arm of the Maytag fridge. Four cubes clinked into it.


Ross followed her in and set Alec down. The boy’s attention returned to the television.


‘Who died?’ Faith said, handing her husband the glass. ‘A patient?’


He held up the rim to the window, checking for dirt, lipstick, and God-knew-what-else he checked the rims of glasses for before committing them to his sacred lips.


One finger of whisky went down. She reached up, loosened his tie, half-heartedly put a comforting arm around him, which was the most she could do, and the most she wanted to do, then withdrew it.


‘I scored two goals today, Daddy!’


‘He did!’ Faith confirmed proudly.


‘That’s terrific!’ Ross stood behind his son and wrapped his arms around him again. ‘Two goals?’


Alec nodded, torn between accepting praise and watching the show.


Then the smile faded from Ross’s face. He said again, ‘Two goals!’ but the sparkle had gone from his eyes. He patted Alec’s head, said, ‘Just great!’ then went down the hall to his study and sat down in his leather Parker Knoll, still, unusually, with his jacket on. He levered the chair to its furthest back-reclined, footrest-up position, and closed his eyes.


Faith watched him. He was suffering, but she could feel nothing for him. Part of her still wanted everything between them to be as it once was, although now it was more for Alec’s sake, than her own.


‘Died. I can’t believe she did that to me.’


Quietly, ‘A patient?’


‘Yes, a fucking patient. Why the hell did she have to go and die on me?’


‘What happened?’


‘Allergic reaction to the anaesthetic. That’s the second this year. Jesus.’


‘Same anaesthetist? Tommy?’


‘No, Tommy’s away. I didn’t use anyone. It was only a tiny correction, for God’s sake – just the flare of the arches. I used a local anaesthetic – don’t need an anaesthetist to do that. Could you get me a cigar?’


Faith went to the humidor in the dining room, took out a Montecristo No. 3, clipped the end the way Ross liked it, and brought it back into the room. Then she held the flame of the Dupont lighter as he drew several deep puffs, rotating the end until it was burning evenly.


He blew a long jet of smoke at the ceiling, then, eyes closed, asked, ‘How was your day?’


She wanted to say, Actually, it was a shitty day, the way most of my days are, but she didn’t. She said, ‘It was OK. Fine.’


He nodded, silently. Then, after some moments, said, ‘I love you, Faith. I couldn’t live without you. You know that, don’t you?’


Yes, she thought. And that’s a big problem.
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The small boy stood in the alley in the darkness that lay beyond the throw of the streetlight. Above him, on this warm September night, the glow of a weak bulb spilled through drawn curtains behind an open window.


A car was accelerating down the street, and he pressed himself flat against the wall. There was a crash of gears, then it went past. Somewhere down the street he heard the words of a new song called ‘Love Me Do’ playing loudly over a radio. He wrinkled his nose against the stench from the dustbins beside him.


A breeze swayed the curtains and a streak of light played across the windowless side wall behind him. Somewhere close by a dog barked, then was silent. And in the silence he heard a woman’s voice. ‘Oh, yes, oh, my God, yes! Harder, fuck me harder, oh, my God, oh, yes, oh yes, oh yes!’


In his right hand the boy held a heavy rectangular oil can, with a round screw cap, and a thin metal handle with a sharp edge that dug painfully into his palm. The words SHELL OIL were printed on the side. The can smelt of car engines. It contained a gallon of petrol, which he had siphoned from the tank of his father’s Morris.


In his pocket, he had a box of matches.


In his heart, hatred burned.
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Ross’s semen trickled between her legs. Faith lay still, listening to the stream of his urine, grey daylight through the open curtains, stark shapes of the beeches in rich green leaf framing the horizon. News drizzled from the clock radio, slightly off tune, across the far side of the bed, gloomy Kosovan war-dead news. Then a time check: 6.25 on Wednesday, 12 May.


She reached for her contact lenses, picked up the container and unscrewed the top. Twenty minutes and she would have to get Alec up, fed, to school, and then . . . ?


The queasiness she’d been feeling for the past few days seemed worse this morning, and a thought struck her.


Pregnant?


Oh, God, please no.


A year after Alec was born they’d begun trying for a second child but nothing had happened. After a year, Ross had arranged tests, but they’d shown everything was working fine. The problem, it seemed, was with him, but he would not accept that and refused flatly to go to any specialist.


At first this had angered Faith, but increasingly she’d seen it as a blessing. She loved Alec to death but he was hard work, all the time, and her energy levels had been so low she didn’t know how she could have coped with another child.


And she knew that a big part of the reason she had stayed in her marriage was that she couldn’t imagine life without Alec. There was no way, in her depressed state, that Ross would have let her keep him if she had left, nor, in that state, could she have coped very well with him on her own. And there was no questioning the intensity of Ross’s love for Alec. But from that love would come influence. Alec carried Ross’s genes and she couldn’t do anything about that. But with love and guidance she could maybe bring out in him all the good things he had inherited from Ross and try to damp down the bad.


From the bathroom, Ross called out, ‘What are you wearing tonight, darling?’


Brain into gear, fast. ‘I thought the dark blue – the Vivienne Westwood you bought me.’


‘Slip it on for me?’


She put it on. He came out of the bathroom, stood naked, hair wet, toothbrush in mouth, staring at her. ‘No. It’s not right. Too frivolous for tonight.’


‘My black Donna Karan – the taffeta?’


‘See it.’


He went back into the bathroom then reappeared, shaving foam on his face, one strip razored clean.


She turned around for him.


‘No – that’s more suitable for a ball. This is just a dinner.’ He marched across to her wardrobe, flicked through the hangers, pulled out a dress, tossed it on the chaise-longue, then another, then another.


‘I have to get Alec up.’


‘Just pop these on. You need to look right – it’s really important tonight.’


Turning away, she mouthed a silent curse. It was always really important. But she put the dress on. And another. None of her reflections pleased her. Bad hair day today, it was a tangle, and the lousy wet weather of the past three weeks had bleached away most of the remains of her tan, returning her complexion to its usual early-morning just-risen-from-the-grave pallor. Her friend, Sammy Harrison, had told her a couple of years back that on a good day she looked like Meg Ryan on a bad day. And today was not a good day.


‘Need to see it with shoes,’ he called, watching her in the mirror, razoring away the last of the foam. ‘And your bag.’


Ten to seven and he was dressed, dabbing at a fleck of blood on his chin. On the bed were laid out the dress, the shoes, the bag, the necklace, the earrings. Alec was still asleep.


‘OK, fine, good. Wear your hair up.’ He cupped her face in his hands, kissed her lips lightly, and was gone.


Life’s a bitch, and then, thought Faith, it’s not that you die, you just start, without even noticing it, to become someone you never wanted to be.


All those dreams you had at school, all those glossy lives you looked at in magazines, of people who seemed to have it all. But she had never minded that, never envied them. Her father, a gentle, uncomplaining man, had been bedridden throughout her childhood, and she’d worked since as far back as she could remember to help her mother keep the family. Weekends had been spent on the living-room floor stitching thumbs to mittens for the local glove factory where her mother worked part-time, and every morning, from the age of twelve, she’d left home at a quarter to six to do a paper round.


Faith had never been ambitious for wealth. All she had ever sought to do with her life was to be a caring person, and to try to make a difference to the world. There was no Grand Plan, it was just her simple philosophy. She had always hoped that when she had children, she could teach them to respect the world around them, try to give them a happier childhood than she’d had, and to make them decent people.


But now, at thirty-two, her life was as remote from her modest origins as it was from her dreams. She was married to a plastic surgeon who was a seriously wealthy perfectionist, and they lived in a house that was absurdly grand. She knew she ought to count her blessings, as her mother told her. But she and her mother would always see things differently – she hoped.


She decided to avoid the chemist in the village, and drove instead to Burgess Hill, the nearest town, where there was a large Boots.


As she waited in the queue at the car-park barrier, she stared out at the cloud-laden sky, could almost feel it pressing down on her. She tapped a fingernail against her front teeth, aware that she was shaking slightly, her nerves jangling. That indefinable dark fear that was part of her depression, along with slack energy and the occasional, very frightening sensation that she wasn’t quite inside her body, never stayed away for long. She was glad she kept the Prozac capsules in the bathroom cabinet. If she had had them in her bag she would have taken one now.


There was just one car in front of her, driven by an old woman who had pulled up too far from the machine and was having to open her door to reach out and get the ticket. Faith glanced at the Range Rover’s mile-ometer: 8.2. She mentally doubled it for the return home. Then doubled it again for the return trip to the station this evening, to catch the train to London for the medical dinner with Ross: 32.8 miles that would have to be accounted for – Ross checked the mileage every day.


To justify this trip to him, she stopped at Waitrose and did a major groceries shop. It was easier this way – best to find ways to sidestep the mines and booby traps Ross planted in her daily life. That way there was some kind of peace, at least in her waking consciousness if not in her troubled dreams. Dreams in which the same theme recurred endlessly.


When did my life with Ross start to change?


Had there been a point in the past twelve years at which Ross, the kind, caring, fun-loving young houseman she had loved to death had turned into the vile-tempered monster whose arrival home she dreaded? Had that side of him always been there? And, in those early, heady days, had her love for him, or the prospect of a glamorous life, blinded her to it?


Or had he masked it?


And why was it only she who could see it? Why couldn’t her mother, or her friends? But she already knew the answer to that. Ross never gave them the chance – he could charm the birds out of the trees. Even though the medical world had been able to do nothing to ease her father’s slow, painful and undignified descent into death over twenty wretched years, her mother had remained in awe of doctors. She adored Ross – was even perhaps a little in love with him herself.


Sometimes Faith wondered if the fault lay with her. Did she expect too much of her husband? Did her depression cause her to see only the bad and ignore the good? Because even now there were happy moments and good days with him, although in the end his temper or his criticism usually soured them. She had tried on this recent holiday in Thailand, as if it had been a last attempt at salvaging their marriage and getting back to how they had once been. She’d given it her best shot, but in the end could feel nothing for him.


There was a borderline in life. You could push people up to it, but then no further. Beyond that everything changed irrevocably. Airline pilots called it the point of no return: that critical moment when you were too short of runway to abort take-off, when you had no choice but to become airborne. That or crash. And that was where she was now. That was how far Ross had pushed her.


In those early days Faith had loved him so much she’d let him do anything. She had believed in him so completely that she’d endured the pain and discomfort of six operations, and he had transformed her from being plain into someone, well, less plain. And in a way it was flattering. As his reputation began its rapid ascent, she had enjoyed being taken to conventions where he had pointed out the reshaping he had done on her lips, eyes, mouth, nose, cheeks, chin and breasts. That, at least, was one of the bonuses to have come out of twelve years of marriage, the huge boost to her confidence, which was now being almost as thoroughly undermined.


Hidden in an attic bedroom they rarely used, she kept a pile of books and magazine articles about marital problems. She’d read and reread Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus, and even left it lying around the house in the hope – or, more likely, delusion – that Ross would pick it up and read it. Also, recently, she’d discovered an Internet chatline for abused wives. Her head was full of advice. And plans.


Life can be good again, she thought. Somehow I’m going to find a way to make it good – for Alec and for myself.


In a sudden fit of extravagance in the supermarket, she bought a couple of frozen lobsters – Ross’s favourite – for their dinner tomorrow, some spicy chicken wings, for which Alec had acquired a taste in Thailand, as well as his favourite caramel-crunch ice-cream. Then she remembered to buy a couple of tins of Ambrosia rice pudding with sultanas for her mother, who was coming to babysit tonight.


Oh, Ross, why do I still keep trying to please you? Is it just to buy a few moments of peace? Or do I delude myself that if I’m sufficiently nice to you, you’ll release me from this marriage, and allow me to take my son with me?


She turned the Range Rover into the drive, past the grand stone balls topping the pillars and the smart brass sign, Little Scaynes Manor. The approach to the Elizabethan house was stunning, down the tree-and-rhododendron-lined gravel drive, up to the gabled, ivy-clad facade – her heart used to flip with excitement each time she drove in.


It was a grand place, no question, in a beautiful location, close to the foot of the soft, rolling hills of the South Downs. Ten bedrooms, drawing room, library, billiards room, a dining room that would seat thirty, a study, a huge kitchen with oak planks on the floor, and an acre of utility rooms. Yet none of the rooms – except perhaps the dining room – felt too big when it was just the two of them on their own. The house was just small enough to be homely, but large enough to impress Ross’s colleagues and the occasional reporter or television crew.


There were fourteen acres of garden and grounds. Once, when it had been a true manor house, several hundred acres of farm and downland had belonged to it, but over the past couple of centuries previous owners had gradually sold off outbuildings and parcels of land. What remained was more than enough, though: fine lawns, a mature orchard filled with apple, pear, plum and cherry trees, a lake and dense woodland badly in need of coppicing. To visitors who came for an evening, or a weekend, it was idyllic.


Yet there was an atmosphere about the place that prevented Faith from feeling entirely comfortable, enhanced by the narrow, heavily leaded windows with glass that seemed black from the outside, the timbered exterior, the impossibly large and ornate chimneys – and the rumour that a woman had been bricked up inside one. She had been the mistress of the man who had built the place, and, as local village lore had it, could be heard hammering away at night, trying to get out. Faith had never heard her, although she had an open mind on ghosts, and felt bricked up in some way here herself. Sometimes, entering the house when it was empty, the large gloomy hallway, the sharp tick of the grandfather clock at the foot of the carved stairs, and the slits in the helmet visors of the armour Ross collected gave her the creeps big-time.


Today it was OK. It was Wednesday and the cleaning lady was here: Faith could hear the whine of the vacuum-cleaner up in one of the bedrooms. She was glad Mrs Fogg was in, but equally glad that she was upstairs: although the woman was an excellent cleaner, she could talk for England, mostly about how it was only a series of disasters that had led to her being forced to take this job, that she wasn’t really a cleaning lady, not by a long shot.


Speedily, Faith lugged the groceries into the kitchen then, before unpacking them, removed the pregnancy-testing kit from the Boots bag and squinted at the instructions.


Above, Mrs Fogg was still Hoovering.


Faith removed a small plastic pot, a pipette, and the plastic test disc from the box, carried them into the downstairs cloakroom, and locked the door. She urinated into the pot. Then she drew some urine into the pipette and, following the instructions carefully, released five drops of urine onto the indent in the disc.


The nausea was back and her head felt warm as if she were running a slight temperature.


A red minus sign.


She was praying for a red minus sign.


She looked everywhere except at her watch. She looked at the horse prints on the wall, the old-fashioned brass taps on the brilliant white sink, the emerald wallpaper, the pile of National Geographics on the shelf by the seat. She noticed a spider’s web up in a corner and made a mental note to tell Mrs Fogg. Then she looked down and raised the stick.


She had to look at it twice to make sure, then checked the instructions.


Minus!


A red minus sign filled the central window of the disc. And, with her relief, the nausea was gone.
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Oliver Cabot was distracted by several things tonight, but principally by the woman at the next table, who had caught his eye twice and looked as bored with her companions as he was with his.


He had accepted the invitation to this dinner at the Royal Society of Medicine, hosted by the pharmaceutical giant Bendix Schere, not out of love for his profession, or admiration for his host’s company – an organisation that he despised. Rather, he was interested in keeping up to speed with every advance being made in medicine, and staying in the frame in a profession of which he was becoming daily more mistrustful. But right now this woman, on the far side of the round twelve-seater table behind a jagged skyline of wine bottles and water jugs, with her streaky blonde hair framing her face – a cute face, pretty rather than classically beautiful – was reminding him of someone and he couldn’t think who. Then at last he got it.


Meg Ryan!


‘You know, Oliver, it took us twelve years to develop Tyzolgastrine.’ Johnny Ying, Vice-President, Overseas Marketing, a Chinese-American with a Brooklyn accent and spiky hair, probed his meringue basket. ‘Six hundred million dollars of research. You know how many companies on earth can afford to spend that kind of dough?’


Tyzolgastrine was being hailed as a revolutionary ulcer treatment. It had recently been listed by the World Bureau of Ethical Medicine as one of the hundred most important medical advances of the twentieth century. Not many people knew that the World Bureau of Ethical Medicine was wholly funded by Bendix Schere.


‘You didn’t need to spend that kind of money,’ Oliver remarked.


‘How’s that?’


With a wry smile, he said, ‘You didn’t discover tyzolgastrine, you ripped it off. You only started marketing it after you’d wasted four hundred million dollars trying to bury the concept of an antibiotic ulcer treatment. You don’t have to bullshit me.’


Meg Ryan was listening to a lean, bald man who was talking enthusiastically while she nodded. Her body language told Cabot that she had not taken to this man one bit. He wondered what they were discussing. And as he did so she caught his eye again and immediately looked away.


‘Normally aspirated – normally aspirated, right? – she’ll give you two-eight-five BHP, but what I did, I took the heads to a firm in Tucson, had them polish them, skim an extra two thou . . .


Faith had to look at his place-card to remind herself of his name. Dighton Carver, Vice-President, Marketing. He had been talking about car engines for the past fifteen minutes. Before that he had talked about his divorce, his new wife, his old wife, his three kids, his house, his power-boat – more cubic inches of testosterone and grunt – and his workout programme. He had not yet asked her a single question about herself. Her companion on the right had introduced himself with a strong hand-pump at the start of the meal, and had then proceeded to talk to the woman on his right throughout the five courses they’d had so far.


Her dessert lay untouched on her plate. The queasiness she’d felt this morning had returned and she’d barely eaten anything. This was one of those occasions that Ross enjoyed and Faith hated. She liked the company of individual doctors, but en masse they seemed to unite in an élitist way that always made her feel an outsider.


Ross, the son of a Gas Board clerk, now a celebrated plastic surgeon, was being courted and fêted by his profession. His name was there on the printed menu, on the left side of the sheet, opposite the lamb noisettes in onion marmalade, opposite the Bâtard Montrachet ’93 and the Langoa Barton ’86. It was featured alphabetically on the same column as the Queen’s gynaecologist and a host of other distinguished medics. He was one of the guests of honour: Ross Ransome MS, FRCS (Plast).


In spite of everything, she felt proud to see his name in print on that menu, knowing that, in her own small way, she had contributed something towards his success. At Ross’s insistence she’d had elocution lessons to change her suburban London accent into a more refined one. For years she’d dutifully read her way through the lists of books Ross had prescribed for her: classics, the great poets, Shakespeare, the major philosophers, ancient and modern history. At times she had felt like Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady – or, as Ross would have preferred, Shaw’s Pygmalion (also ticked off the list). He wanted her to be able to hold her own at any dinner table.


Many times she had wondered privately what it was about her that he had fallen in love with. He’d changed her face, her breasts, her voice, and re-educated her. And sometimes she had wondered if maybe it was just that: he had been attracted to her because she was malleable. Maybe he’d seen her as a tabula rasa he could shape into his perfect woman. Maybe that’s what the control freak inside him needed.


He was watching her now, seated diagonally from her across the large round table, next to a man with a perfect tan and even more perfect teeth, who was talking to him intently, underlining his points with a sideways slice of his hand through the air. On his right was a woman with big, peroxided hair, who’d had one face-lift too many. Her skin gave the illusion of defying gravity altogether, rising upwards from her facial bones and muscles to give her mad, staring eyes, while her mouth was stretched into a permanent humourless smile. No chance of Ross taking anything other than a professional interest in her, Faith thought.


A pity.


Casting her eyes around the room for familiar faces, Faith saw that a man she’d noticed watching her before was looking at her again. She glanced at Ross, but he was immersed in his conversation, then looked back at the stranger. Their eyes met, and he smiled. Flattered, she looked away, feeling like an excited child, and suppressed a guilty grin. It had been a long time since she had flirted with anyone and it felt good, darkened only by the shadow of Ross and the anger he would take out on her later, if he saw.


She glanced back and the man was still looking at her. She lowered her eyes hastily this time, aware that she was blushing.


‘Then what I did was I raised all the tolerances – suspension, shocks, brakes – we ripped out the whole lot and started again. Actually we used a racing matrix . . .’


Once more she tuned out her companion, then cast a furtive glance at the next but one table. Her admirer was engrossed in conversation with an Oriental man on his left, and she had a chance to study him. He was about the same age as Ross, mid- to late-forties, she guessed, and something else set him apart from everyone else, but she couldn’t immediately decide what.


He sat straight-backed, tall and lean. He wore hip, wire-framed glasses and his face, beneath a tangle of grey curls, was serious and intellectual. He had a bigger, less perfect bow-tie than the neat little black satin numbers that seemed to be the uniform standard here, which gave him a rather reckless, louche air.


Who are you? she wondered. I really like the look of you.


He might be a scientist – maybe working in the research and development division of their pharmaceutical hosts.


The bang of the gavel snapped her out of her thoughts. A liveried toastmaster pronounced, ‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen, please be upstanding for the loyal toast.’


As they sat down, Ross pulled a tube from his inside pocket, unscrewed the lid and shook out a large Havana. Now he watched her with a dry, humourless smile that said, ‘I see you looking at him, sunshine. I see you looking at him.’
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The house was divided into two flats. There was a metal fire-escape at the rear of the building, accessed from the glass-panelled kitchen door of the first-floor flat.


The boy climbed the fire-escape now, struggling under the weight of the gallon can of petrol, his plimsolls silent on the cast-iron treads. He was eleven, tall for his years, and strangers always guessed his age wrong; to a casual onlooker he might have passed for sixteen. He knew that no one would take any notice of a boy of sixteen out on his bicycle at eleven o’clock at night on the quiet south London streets, and no one would have seen the can, which he had transported here strapped to his chest inside his windcheater.


‘Love Me Do’ by that new group, the Beatles, who were on the telly all the time, was still playing, and he could hear shouts and laughter too, as if a party was going on somewhere down the road. The words of the song’s refrain repeated over and over, strengthening the hatred inside him.


Two hours ago, his father had come into his room and said good night, and an hour later the boy had heard him go to bed. Half an hour after that he had left the house through his bedroom window, and shinned down a drainpipe. When he returned, he would go in via the same route.


He had been planning this for months, every detail, right down to the puncture-repair outfit, the spare bulbs for his bicycle lamps, wrapped in tissue paper in his saddlebag, and the rubber kitchen gloves, which he was putting on now. He had a sharp eye and an enormous capacity for detail, as well as being good with his hands. He had practised and practised until he had made an art of the shaping of his bedclothes to look like himself asleep. He had topped them with a wig he had bought in a joke shop, now cut and dyed to match his own hair.


He had pedalled the route dozens of times from his home to here, timing the journey, and he had rehearsed what he would say to a policeman if he got stopped, and the name and address he would give. And he had had to wait for a night when there was no moon but no rain either to minimise any footprints.


Last night, lying awake, thinking about everything that might go wrong and wreck his plans, he had been nervous. But now that he was here he was feeling fine, calm.


Calmer than he could ever remember feeling in his life.
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At a quarter to one in the morning, in a former artist’s loft close to the Portobello Road, Oliver Cabot sat at his desk, which had been fashioned from the door of a ruined Indian temple.


He stared at his iMac screen, with the numb patience of a hardened cybertraveller, as the small colour photograph of Ross Ransome downloaded inch by reluctant inch.


It was almost there. As if to help, he clicked the cursor on to the scroll bar, moved it up, then down again, but it made no difference. All he could see so far was the top half of the surgeon’s head and what looked like bookshelves behind him.


He yawned. In the still of the night, the threshing of the computer’s fan reminded him of the dead sound in an airliner. On his desk, trapped in the glare of his Anglepoise lamp, Jake grinned at him from a tortoise-shell picture frame.


Freckled Jake, with his brown fringe and gappy grin – two teeth missing from the front row, taken by the Tooth Fairy and never to be replaced.


Jake, frozen in time, running out of the front door of their waterfront house in Venice, Santa Monica, with its view on to the canal and the appalling stench of sewage. Jake, on his brand-new mountain bike, unaware of the horror waiting for him just five days away.


The tightness in his throat, which always came when he allowed the memories to creep in, was there now. Oliver looked back at the screen, moved the cursor, scrolled down. Now he could see the full picture of Ross Ransome and, to his disappointment, there was no one else in the frame. No Faith Ransome.


Hey, Shit-for-brains, he thought, what kind of a sad bastard are you who trawls the net at this time in the morning looking for a photograph of someone else’s wife, a woman you’ve never even met?


An Oliver Cabot kind of a sad bastard.
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Silence in the car. Ross driving fast. Darkness unspooling from the road ahead, an endless loop, sometimes with brilliant lights bursting from it, sometimes a void. Brahms playing, the violin mournful, as if a prelude to something bad ahead. The smells of Ross’s cigar and leather filled the interior of this macho Aston Martin cocoon.


Her father had smoked cigars, and this smell always reminded her of him and of their little semi-detached house. She remembered when her father’s arms had stopped working and she had sat by his bed while he clamped his lips doggedly around the soggy butt and looked up at her with a desperate smile to say, ‘At least my mouth still works, at least I can still thank God for creating me.’


Faith’s mind returned to the man, the stranger in the crush at the bar after the speeches were over. He had been alone. All she needed to do was take four steps and she’d have been in front of him. Ross hadn’t even been in the room; he’d stayed at the table talking to someone. Just four steps. Instead, she’d bottled out and broken in on a conversation between Felicity Beard, the wife of a gynaecologist acquaintance of Ross – one of the few medical wives she liked – and another woman, and talked mostly about their holiday in Thailand until Ross had appeared and said he wanted to leave, an early start in the morning.


‘I saw you,’ he said calmly.


‘Saw me what?’


Silence again. Just the violins and the night. A signpost to Brighton flashed past. Eighteen miles. She knew what. There was no point in going through the rigmarole of denial. Ross was calm but there was brooding anger inside him. Best to let it simmer and maybe by the time they were home he’d be too tired to make a big issue. Right now she didn’t feel well enough for a fight.


She thought about Alec, long tucked up and asleep by now. He’d be fine, he adored his grandmother, who spoiled him. She enjoyed staying over – Ross had made a palatial space for her in the house, a whole suite of rooms. She’d be awake now, sitting in front of the sixty-inch television he’d bought for her, chain-smoking and watching movies into the small hours, just as she had throughout Faith’s childhood, keeping Faith’s bedridden, insomniac father company.


It seemed from what she read and people she talked to that few mothers got on with their sons-in-law. But her mother and Ross had taken to each other from the start, and Ross had always been good to her – and to her father during the last years of his life. But this created a problem: Faith found it hard to talk about her marital problems to her mother, whose standard response was that all marriages had their difficulties and that Faith should count her blessings, and accept Ross’s behaviour as due to the stress of being a man in his position.


It was twenty past twelve. She thought again about the stranger at the dinner, wondered what life would be like with a different man, a different husband. How could she get out of Ross’s clutches? How would Alec –? And then, suddenly, the nausea erupted inside her. ‘Stop! Ross quick, pull over!’


The interior of the car seemed to close in around her. Hand rammed over her mouth, just one thought in mind as he pulled on to the hard shoulder, Must not . . . Not in the car . . .


They jolted to a stop. She threw the seat-belt clear, found the door-handle, pushed, stumbled out into the sharp, cold air. Then, on her knees on the tarmac, she threw up.


Moments later, Ross’s hand on her forehead. ‘My baby, darling, you’re OK, my darling, you’re fine.’


Sweating, she threw up again, Ross holding his palm firmly against her forehead, the way her mother used to when she was a child, holding her with his firm, comforting hand, then wiping her mouth with his handkerchief.


Back in the car with her seat reclined, the heater turned right up, Ross said, ‘Probably that seafood cocktail. Duff prawn or something. If you get seafood poisoning, you know about it within a few hours.’


She wanted to tell him he was wrong: he knew she’d been feeling like this for days, but she was scared to talk in case she threw up again. She lay back, with the darkness and the lights revolving around her and inside her, her contact lenses feeling gritty and uncomfortable, dimly aware from the motion of the car, the changing resonance of the tyres beneath them, the stops and turns they made, that they were getting closer and closer to their home.


To a glass of water.


She was sitting at the wide pine table in front of the Aga, listening to Rasputin barking, probably chasing a rabbit outside somewhere, and Ross calling him back in. The clock on the kitchen wall read ten past one.


She heard the patter of paws, then Rasputin was nuzzling his face into her lap. ‘Hey, boy, sweetie-pie, how are you?’ As she stroked the dog’s silky hair, he looked up at her expectantly, two big, soulful eyes. Then he gave her a gentle nudge. Smiling, she said, ‘You want a biscuit?’ Easing him away, she took one from the store-cupboard, made him sit nicely for it and popped it into his mouth. Then, while he crunched happily, she went over to the sink and swilled her mouth with water, trying to get rid of the sour taste of vomit.


A key clattered, then moments later she heard the rattle of the safety chain as Ross locked up for the night. He came up behind her, rested his hands on her shoulders, and nuzzled her cheek. ‘Alec’s sound asleep. How’re you feeling now?’


‘A little better, thanks.’


‘The pills kicking in?’


‘I think so. What were they?’


‘They’ll calm your system down.’


It irritated her that he always resisted telling her what pills he gave her, as if she were a child.


He knelt, examined her eyes, told her to stick out her tongue, then examined it with a worried frown.


‘What is it?’


‘Nothing.’ He smiled. ‘Bed. There’s something I want to show you before we go up – won’t take a sec.’


Behind the smile, she again detected a faint unease. ‘What did you notice with my tongue?’


After a momentary hesitation, his voice, full of confidence, said, ‘Nothing to worry about.’


She picked her evening bag up from the kitchen table, and followed him down the corridor, which was lined with prints of historical military uniforms, interspersed with shields and swords hung in brackets, into his study. Whether it was the throwing up or the pills she did not know, but she was definitely feeling better now – and wide awake.


Ross walked across to his computer, touched the keyboard and the screen came to life. Then he switched on his desk light, snapped open his briefcase, took out a disk and pushed it into the slot. Once Faith had liked the manly, solid feel of this room, but now she felt uncomfortable, like a child in a headmaster’s study.


It was spotlessly tidy with deep, leather-upholstered armchairs and sofa. Fine Victorian seascapes hung on the walls, there was a bust of Socrates on a plinth, and bookshelves lined with medical books and periodicals. He worked at a handsome antique walnut partner’s desk, which she had bought him for his birthday shortly after they’d moved here, and which had made a big dent in the savings she’d built up during her short career in catering.


She’d given up work at Ross’s insistence shortly before their marriage, twelve years ago. Although she loved her job, and the small firm she’d joined after catering college, doing mostly directors’ lunches, she had been happy to concentrate on making a home for herself and Ross. Once they were settled she could do what she had always wanted: a degree in nutrition.


But Ross had rejected both the idea of her going back to college, and of her taking a part-time job. While he had made a big issue of not wanting her to exhaust herself though studying or being at work, what she now realised was that he had wanted her at home so that he would know where she was.


Instead, she had plunged into local community life. Their neighbouring hamlet of Little Scaynes consisted of little more than a few rows of Victorian cottages, originally built to house railway workers constructing the London–Brighton line, a haphazard scattering of larger, more recent houses and bungalows, and a Norman church that boasted some fine early frescoes, dry rot, a thriving colony of deathwatch beetle, and a curate whose false teeth rattled when he addressed his puny congregation.


Little Scaynes had no shop and its only pub had closed in 1874 when the main Lewes–London road had been moved three miles to the south. The nearest place for groceries was two miles on, a village store which was facing closure due to the nearby superstore. Faith had been co-opted on to the committee to save the little shop, although like everyone else – and just as guiltily – she only bought emergency items there.


Despite its paltry size Little Scaynes was a hotbed of local politics, with an army of tweed-skirted, stout-shoed, iron-haired activists. It seemed to Faith that country people spent most of their time either trying to save things or trying to halt progress. Ever since moving to the house, ten years ago, she had been a participant in numerous such projects, partly because she wanted to contribute to the community, partly as a way of making friends, and partly because she always found it hard to say no.


Right now, in addition to the village-store campaign, she was on committees to save the church roof, the local library, an ancient copse of beeches threatened by a housing estate, a public footpath blocked for years by a stubborn farmer, and she was an active member of the local branch of the NSPCC. She was involved in attempts to stop the modernisation of a rustic barn on the edge of the hamlet, reverse the approval of a new bypass, foil the building of yet another golf course, and prevent the merger of their parish council with a neighbouring one.


However, the achievement that had given her most satisfaction in recent years was helping to raise over fifty thousand pounds to send the leukaemia-stricken daughter of a local herdsman to America for an operation – Ross had pulled strings – which had saved the five-year-old’s life.


Her own face appeared on the computer screen. Moments later it was replaced by another photograph showing it in profile.


‘That’s how you look now,’ Ross said.


She yawned, suddenly leadenly tired again, trying to remember when they had been taken. On the beach outside their hotel in Phuket three weeks ago, she recalled, looking at the background.


Ross was pointing at her nose on the screen. He was making a curve with his finger along the bridge. ‘A simple operation, just a few days of discomfort, and then . . .’ He clicked the keyboard and her face disappeared, then reappeared again in profile, but now with a new nose.


Even though she had been expecting something, from the throw-away remarks Ross had been making recently, it shocked her when it came, and even more so that it was now, at this hour, and when she was feeling ill. She realised it was probably for these reasons that he had chosen this moment.


‘Can we talk about this in the morning, Ross? I’m too tired.’


‘I’ve organised a room at the clinic next Monday. Your mother can take Alec—’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve told you, I don’t want any more surgery.’


The anger that had been pent-up inside him since dinner was now coming out. ‘Faith, do you know how many women would give their right arm for what you get free?’


Smiling acidly, she held out her right arm. ‘Cut it off – you’ve cut bits off just about every other part of me.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘I’m not. If you don’t like me the way I am, then marry someone else.’


He looked so genuinely hurt that she felt a pang of guilt, which changed rapidly to anger with herself for allowing her feelings to be manipulated like this. Ross was like a fine actor who had his audience in the palm of his hand. He had played with her mind and emotions for years, and she’d been sucked in. But not any more.


‘Darling,’ he said, ‘every plastic surgeon in the world operates on his wife. Hell, when you come to conferences with me, you’re the best credentials I can have. People look at you and they see perfection. They think, Look at this guy’s wife – he must be brilliant at his work!’


‘You look on me as your professional sample? Is that all I am to you? A sample?’


He looked even more hurt now. ‘Darling, you always told me you weren’t happy with your face – you didn’t like your chin, you wished you had stronger cheekbones. That’s all I ever did to you – and it made you look stunning, you know that, you told me yourself.’


‘And my breasts?’


‘I didn’t cut anything off your breasts, I added to them.’


‘Because they weren’t big enough for you.’


He moved closer to her, his voice raised. ‘Listen, don’t ever forget that you were nothing, you were just a plain little girl. I saw your potential. I made you the beautiful woman that you are. You and me – we made each other successful. This is a two-way thing. I help you, you help me in my career, with your looks, personality, your—’


‘So why didn’t you leave me as I was, if you can’t bear to see other men looking at me? Why didn’t you let me remain an ugly duckling?’


He stared hard into her eyes, quivering, and although he had never struck her, she had a feeling that now he was going to.


‘You weren’t just looking at that man at dinner. He was fucking you with his eyes.’


She turned away. ‘You’re being ridiculous. I’m going to bed.’


Ross gripped her shoulders so hard she cried out in pain. Her handbag fell to the floor and her lipstick and compact spilled out. ‘I’m talking to you.’


She knelt and scooped up her things. ‘Well, I’m not talking to you any more tonight. I feel ill and I’m going to bed.’


As she reached the top of the staircase he shouted out, ‘Faith, I am—’


But she barely heard him as the nausea got her again. She tried to hang on to the banister rail, but her grip slipped and she stumbled forward.


Ross caught her. She braced herself, but now his grip was gentle, and his voice tender. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout at you. You just don’t know how much you mean to me. I love you to death, Faith. You are everything to me. You and Alec. I didn’t have a life before you, not a real one. I didn’t know what love or warmth were before I met you. I know I’m not easy sometimes, but that’s probably because I care about you too much. Can you understand that?’


She stared at him dully. She’d heard this speech so many times and, yes, she knew he meant it. But it had long ceased to mean anything to her.


‘You know how scared I get when you aren’t well, don’t you? I want you to see a doctor, see Jules tomorrow. I’ll have Lucinda call him first thing.’


Lucinda was Ross’s secretary, and Jules Ritterman was their family doctor, whom Ross had known since being lectured by him at medical school. Faith did not care for him, but right now she felt too weak to argue. She just wanted to lie down, to sleep.


Her head was swimming. ‘I’ll be OK,’ she said. ‘I’ll be fine.’


‘I want you to see Jules.’


Something in his tone caught her. Insistence.


‘I’ll be fine. Probably just jet-lag from Thailand still catching up with me.’


‘You’ve been feeling sick for a week and it’s not clearing up. You may have picked up a bug in Thailand and if so it needs to be knocked on the head. Capisce?’


She went into the bedroom, sat on the bed, removed her lenses and put them into their container, then gratefully leaned back. Ross stood over her and she tensed, warily, but he had become again the gentle, caring Ross.


‘Capisce?’ he said again.


She tried to think it through. It meant going back up to London tomorrow. But it was Ross’s birthday in a few weeks and it would give her a chance to do some shopping for him.


‘Ok,’ she said, reluctantly.


‘Besides,’ he said, putting his arms around her and holding her tightly, ‘we’ve got to get you right before we go into surgery.’
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It was 6.05 in the morning, 13 May. Five weeks away from the longest day, yet it felt cold enough to be February. On the news it had said there had been falls of snow overnight in some northern parts of the country.


Oliver Cabot, dressed in a tracksuit, gloves and trainers, removed the padlock and chain from his dark red Saracen hybrid, opened the front door and wheeled the bicycle out of the communal hallway of the apartment building, shivering. There was a dampness in London that seemed to drive the cold deep into your bones, he thought, and corrode whatever warmth you’d ever had in your body. It had been a shock after life in southern California, and he still hadn’t got used to it, and doubted, now, that he ever would.


He pulled on his crash helmet, mounted the bike, zeroed the mileometer, then pressed down on the pedals. He built up speed along the Portobello Road, quiet and empty on weekdays, and at the end swung left into Ladbroke Grove.


The air felt glacial against his face, and he pedalled hard to work up a sweat. In spite of the cold, he always liked London at this hour. There was something special about being out in a city ahead of the rest of the world. He liked seeing the street-cleaners, the paper-boys, the milkmen, and the occasional woman, bleary and dishevelled, climbing out of a cab still in her evening wear.


Today the street seemed even emptier than usual. A couple of cars passed him, then a cab rattled by, its occupant an anonymous silhouette in the rear window. A line of a poem about London, came into his head and he tried to remember the name of the poet. Thom Gunn, perhaps?


Indifferent to the indifference that conceived you . . .


He kept up his fast pace. The anonymous world he was passing remained just as indifferent to him as it did every morning. But there was a change inside him today. The memory of that woman at the dinner last night. Faith Ransome. Her glances across the crowded room towards him. Those glances weren’t indifferent. They were—


She’s married, Oliver Cabot. Get her out of your head, man.


He pedalled along handsome terraced side-streets up towards the Bayswater Road, crossed into Hyde Park and headed for the Serpentine. He cycled around it, watching the ducks, the reflections.


In those immediate days, weeks, months after Jake’s death, he had gone out running in the early morning along the canals of Venice, California, along the beach beside the ocean, running before the sun came up, measuring distance by the lifeguard towers that rose eerily out of the darkness ahead, like the watch-towers of a concentration camp.


That was how he had felt. A prisoner in his own life. A prisoner of his own thoughts. Waking every morning from the escape of sleep and dreams to the overcast reality of having to live in a world in which Jake had been ripped from his life. From their lives.


Now eight years on, the paralysing pain of grief had gone, but the feeling of dumb helplessness remained, and there were reminders everywhere he turned his head. That was another reason he liked this hour: he had started going out early in those immediate weeks so as not to see other children.


He pedalled past a group of workmen unloading road-mending gear from the back of a truck. The air no longer felt cold. Faith Ransome. I like your name. Faith. Something tells me you are not happy in your life, Faith. You were flirting with me last night. There was desperation in your face. So lovely, yet so desperate.


Dismounting, he leaned his bicycle against a tree and walked the few yards to his usual spot beside a massive laurel bush, with the reflection of the trees on the far bank rising like shadows from the flat water in front of him.


Three words went repeatedly through his mind like a silent mantra. Man. Earth. Heaven. He stood as still and silent as a tree, allowing Chi, the universal life energy, to flow through him. And as he entered into his state of meditation, he thought of just one person.


What are you desperate about, Faith?


Will I ever get to meet you again?
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On the hard couch behind the screen in the Wimpole Street consulting room, a strap tight around her arm, Faith held her breath. She’d never liked injections. The needle was touching the skin now, indenting it. She watched and did not watch at the same time. Then she flinched as it pierced the skin. A sharp prick that felt as if it had gone right down into the bone, followed by a duller ache. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the hollow tube of the syringe steadily fill with crimson blood.


Two faces above her looked down in stern concentration. Dr Ritterman’s nurse, a sour woman of about fifty, and Dr Ritterman himself.


‘OK, Faith,’ he said, walking round to the far side of the screen. ‘You may get dressed now.’


A few minutes later, Jules Ritterman, seated behind a desk the size of a small country, was studying her notes. A solemn, diminutive man of sixty, his face had the texture of parched leather, criss-crossed with deep, horizontal trenches and shallower creases, which gave him the air of a sagacious tortoise. With his grey, pinstriped suit, crinkly hair and unfashionably large glasses, he could have passed for a chartered accountant or a lawyer, if it wasn’t for the flamboyance of his salmon pink shirt, and a bow-tie the colour of a roadkill frog.


The room was far larger than it needed to be, and Faith, in a wing chair before the desk, glanced around at the walls, the alabaster mantelpiece, the gauze of rain across the window and the greyness of the May morning beyond. According to Ross, Jules Ritterman was the top socialite general practitioner in London. He was GP to anyone who was anyone. It was typical of her husband, in his craving to distance himself from his humble roots, to have courted this man and made him a close friend.


Perhaps Ritterman, too, had begun with nothing, Faith thought. Maybe he’d been the child of penniless Jewish refugees and had created this grand practice through his own determination, talent and strength of character. She had never warmed to him, nor to his equally cold wife, but she could understand why he appealed to Ross, and also that to have established such an A-list clientele he must be a fine doctor. She just wished she had a doctor she could talk to. But every time in the past when she had tried to discuss this with Ross, he became furious. In his eyes, Ritterman was the best; he refused to see how she could want someone inferior.


Ritterman leaned forward on his elbows. ‘Well, Faith, I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. Probably a little hostile bacteria from your trip to Thailand. That’s one of the hazards of travel, I’m afraid – encountering bugs our immune systems aren’t familiar with. It’ll probably clear up of its own accord. But I’m going to have some analysis done on your blood and urine, just to make sure, and I’ll let Ross know if they show up anything.’


‘Why can’t you let me know?’ she asked, a little sharply. It was always the same with Ritterman: she felt he treated her like a schoolgirl.


‘Don’t you think you’re fortunate to have a husband who is able to explain medical things to you?’


‘Actually I don’t,’ she said. ‘I’d really rather you did.’


He gave her a placatory smile that failed to signify compliance. It infuriated her, but she said nothing. This was how it always was with Ritterman. Even when they had been trying for a child, and the test revealed she was pregnant with Alec, it was Ross whom Ritterman phoned, not her.


‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. Other than this, how have you been feeling?’


‘My depression?’


‘Yes.’


‘A lot better. I haven’t taken any Prozac for over a month.’ She couldn’t read in his expression whether he approved of this or not.


‘And you are feeling more positive?’


‘About life?’


‘Generally.’


‘I – I think – a little, yes.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about staying on the Prozac longer if it makes you more positive, it—’


‘I’m doing OK without it,’ she said.


‘Right.’ He nodded. ‘I’ll have my secretary telephone a prescription for your tummy-bug through to Ross.’


‘Why can’t you give it to me?’


Chiding now, he said, ‘Much easier. It will save you the bother of having to queue for it.’


‘I don’t mind that.’


His eyes slipped to his watch and the signal could not have been clearer.


She left, feeling dissatisfied and belittled.


It was half past eleven. Outside, in the teeming rain, she took a cab to the General Trading Company in Sloane Street. Ross was a stickler for smart labels. Shirts and ties had to come from Jermyn Street, and only from Turnbull and Asser, Hilditch and Key or Lewin’s, food from Fortnum & Mason, Jackson’s or Harrods, anything to do with smoking from Dunhill. The General Trading Company was on his approved list for a broader band of gifts.


Faith loved the rich atmosphere of the General Trading Company. It felt like being in a private club, its small interconnecting rooms packed with treasures, and tinkling with the cut-glass accents of the staff. Silk scarves were de rigueur for every female customer here, draped around their necks and shoulders, like totems of rival tribes: Cornelia James versus Hermès versus Gucci.


Faith wore one herself, the Cornelia James signature proudly displayed across the front of her black Max-Mara raincoat. Before she had met Ross, she had had little interest in fashion or in designer labels, partly because she had always been short of money. Ross had turned her into a label snob, but she enjoyed it. Retail therapy, she had joked with him. When she had been at her lowest ebb with the depression, she had raised her spirits by coming to London and having a blitz in expensive designer shops. Ross never minded how much she spent – he even encouraged it. He wanted her always to be dressed in the latest and best. But she never really felt at ease in her fabulous outfits.


She knew that outwardly she blended in here, that there was no trace of her stark origins and state-school education, yet she felt an outsider. Half the people in this shop seemed to know each other, as if they’d grown up together. And that was the difference, she thought. You could tell in their faces the confidence their upper-crust breeding gave them, and that was something you could never buy, and never change with a surgeon’s scalpel. You were either born into it or you weren’t.


Faith tapped a glass display, pointing at a crocodile-skin wallet, and asked an almost absurdly handsome male assistant if she could look at it.


‘It’s a wonderful wallet,’ the Adonis told her, as he unlocked the cabinet. ‘Awesome.’


She turned it over in her hands, brought it to her nose and savoured the rich aroma of the leather. Then she opened it and checked out the compartments inside. ‘Would you know if it takes dollar bills? My husband has always complained that English wallets are just that bit too narrow.’


‘I’d better go and check up on that one,’ the young man said.


But before he could move, a hand reached from behind Faith, and laid a crisp, brand-new-looking one-dollar bill on the counter. ‘Here,’ an American voice said, ‘want to try this?’


Faith turned round, then stared, in a mixture of amazement and disbelief, at the tall, lean man in a black greatcoat. ‘Er – thanks – er – hi,’ she said, awkwardly, fighting her excitement, in case she was mistaken.


He smiled. ‘Hi! How did you enjoy the dinner?’


It was him. Her admirer from two tables away last night.
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‘The dinner was fine,’ Faith said.


His smile told her he did not believe her.


She liked his face. It wasn’t handsome in any conventional sense: it was long, almost equine, and his nose, which was also long – and craggy – looked like it had been plucked from a box of spares in a tool shed as an afterthought. But it was filled with warmth and sparkle, a wise, yet playful face beneath a tangle of curls that, although grey, seemed youthful. She had the strange but comfortable feeling that somehow they already knew each other well. His eyes, titanium grey and hypnotically strong, were flirting with her, yet somewhere in them, she saw sadness.


‘Actually,’ she confessed, ‘I didn’t have that great a time. In fact, it was incredibly dull.’


With an effort, she glanced away, aware she needed to stop the game. But it was good, just for a moment, to feel flattered by this man in his black polo-neck, black jeans and dramatic black coat.
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