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  Prologue




  Paui




  The children of the rich never expect anything terrible to happen to them.




  Armoured with this self-confidence, the young anthropologist – who belonged to one of the oldest, wealthiest and most powerful families in America – wasn’t nearly so frightened

  as he should have been when the boat overturned. He had been warned by the Dutch trader from whom he purchased her that he should get a bigger engine and not overload her, but he was as stubborn as

  the rest of his famous family. In his present situation this was lucky for him, for the howling rage and violence of the storm seemed to possess a malicious determination to prise his fingers loose

  from the slippery hull. Ten-foot-high waves crashed down on him again and again, leaving him gasping for breath as he clung, literally for his life, in the black turbulence of the night. But being

  who he was, he was not really afraid.




  Just before sunset, when the old native boat had almost reached Balu, the crewman reported the vessel had sprung a leak. The native pilot cut the engine, and all four men

  anxiously examined the prow where the seepage was coming between two timbers that obviously needed recaulking, well below the waterline.




  While they were busy, the storm sneaked up behind them. The sun shone with increased sharpness against the darkening sky, the humid air grew hotter, the grape-purple ocean trembled and

  glistened, the light was sharp and bright and hard – like stage lighting – as the slate-purple sky became leaden and the horizon black. There was an uneasy silence, without thunder or

  wind.




  Then the air disappeared, as if giant lungs had inhaled it, and a heavy swell began. Wind and rain struck together, as well synchronized as a clash of cymbals. The young man felt a splash on his

  neck, then another on his ear, after which water fell from the sky as from an upturned bucket.




  One ten-foot wave smashed inboard and knocked him backwards. He crawled aft, through the wind and rain and water, to the native pilot. Glistening with rain, the pilot yelled, ‘Engine

  trouble, master.’




  The young man listened to the staccato rasp of the engine. ‘How long this place Balu?’




  ‘Mebbee fifteen mile, master.’ As he spoke, the engine died. The boat bucked in the fierce waves and the young man could hear his equipment sliding from side to side. He hoped the

  heavy crates would not smash through the hull.




  The boat sagged to port, then seemed to hesitate. Water started to pour in over the lead rail. Within three minutes, she was swamped. Thirty seconds later, she overturned.




  He had been warned that the waters off the south-west coast of New Guinea were fast and treacherous, and that the Arafura Sea was the most shark-infested in the world. The coastline, equally

  dangerous and hostile, was a morass of mangrove thickets, mud, impenetrable marshes, quicksands and mile upon mile of stinking swamp; the many river mouths were breeding places for man-eating

  crocodiles, giant leeches and poisonous snakes.




  Beyond the coastline, the menacing jungle was one of the last unexplored regions of the earth. Many of its tribes still lived in the Stone Age. White men rarely ventured beyond the few coastal

  and river settlements, and then only heavily armed. For, although it was denied by the authorities, who were unable to control it, every missionary in the area knew that head-hunting and

  cannibalism were still practised by the fiercer tribes. Since the young man was an anthropologist, these practices were precisely what had drawn him and his photographer, a tough young woman eager

  for recognition, to this spot.




  The two whites, who had met on a previous field trip to New Guinea, had set out quietly that morning from their base camp. They were travelling west, to a group of small outer islands beyond

  Paui, where they hoped to spend the next three months with the primitive Balu tribe.




  Unlike his obdurate father, the young man was not interested in politics or business, but in his fellow human beings. He had chosen anthropology, the study of other peoples, their habits and

  their culture, with the idea of learning more about mankind – and possibly where it took a wrong turn. The rich young man’s particular interest was adolescence in primitive cultures:

  their young did not seem to suffer the confusion and violence, the loneliness and neuroses of Western teenagers as they moved from childhood to maturity and social responsibilty. In some tribes,

  such as the Balu, this preparation for adulthood did not last for years but for only a few months – which were regarded as the most important period of a person’s life. During this

  time, both boys and girls are carefully trained and tested, through various ordeals of physical hardship, to be self-reliant, to withstand mental and physical pain. These rituals had never been

  witnessed by a white.




  Had permission for this trip been sought, it would have been refused. The local authorities would never have allowed a field expedition to visit the Balu – a notoriously warlike tribe

  – without an armed police escort. Balu was an ‘uncontrolled’ area, still rife with tribal wars and violence, unlike the ‘controlled’ areas, which were patrolled by

  police, who attempted to suppress the more bloodthirsty native rituals and customs.




  The young man knew that he would have had no chance of persuading the Balu to let him observe their secret rituals if he had a police escort, so he told the authorities he intended to explore

  the deserted coastal region directly south of the camp.




  Because of this deception, the breathtakingly expensive international air-and-sea rescue operation that was to follow his disappearance would search hundreds of miles from the spot where his

  boat had capsized.




  The young man, enthusiastic about his work to the point of obsession, had ignored all warnings about the dangers of visiting the tribesmen. He was as determined as he was reckless. His tiny

  expedition was well armed and overequipped, if anything, with irresistible trading goods: steel axes, tobacco, knives, cheap transistor radios.




  Perhaps he was so stubborn because, subconsciously, he had set up this dangerous field expedition as an initiation rite for himself. He was determined to show the world – and his father

  – that he was not just a spoiled rich kid. Since he had first gone to school, he had been made to pay for the accident of his birth. He had suffered the vindictiveness, the sly malice and

  envy, the relentless pressure of publicity and, even worse, the inexorable pressure of his father’s expectations.




  His father would never understand why his son wanted to be an anthropologist – although he understood more easily the boy’s ambition to be an explorer, for the family’s fortune

  had been made by an ancestor who fought his way up the Klondike to claw a stake out of those ice-covered mountains. Ever since, that prospector’s family had been loathed and envied by those

  who hadn’t the guts to do what he had done.




  On this field trip, the young man hoped to achieve something that would similarly stretch and test him, something that could not be sneered at, something that could not be bought. Perhaps he was

  also getting away from the embarrassing family opulence, its fame, glamour and fabled competitive spirit. No member of the Balu tribe could care that his father might, one day, become President of

  the United States – was determined to, in fact.




  He was a strong swimmer. He felt no real fear as he clung to the upended hull and spat out sea water. Instead, he felt indignation, followed by exasperation. All those precious

  steel axes, the tobacco, the film, the photography equipment – all were now sinking inexorably to the bed of the ocean. It would take weeks to replace them.




  There was clearly no possibility of righting the boat. She was lying with her head on the south-west course they had been steering, her bow down low and her stern tilted high.




  Taken by surprise, none of the four had grabbed a life jacket or lifebelt. As they clung to the hull, the pilot yelled that it would soon be dark – they should climb on to the upended hull

  for the night, and in the morning, he and his mate would swim to shore. Two swimmers would have twice the chance of getting help and the alternative was to drift south-east, away from land, on the

  strong seven-knot current. Tonight, it was too late to swim to shore.




  As the photographer was a poor swimmer, eventually this plan was agreed upon.




  All the next day, the white man and woman clung to the hull while the remorseless sun sucked the juice from their bodies. They knew they could survive only two, perhaps three

  days without water. They spoke little. At first, each silently wondered whether the sailors would survive their swim in the shark-infested sea. When no rescue boat arrived by nightfall, they knew

  the sailors hadn’t made it to shore.




  As their second night without sleep approached, the castaways became terrified of dozing off and slipping into the water. It had not been difficult to clamber on to the hull with the help of the

  native sailors, but both of them knew that in their present exhausted state, they could never climb it again, unaided.




  As dawn slowly displaced darkness, the two survivors on the upturned boat blinked at the rising sun, then gazed wearily upon the emptiness of the sea. Both knew that they would be unable to stay

  awake for a third night.




  The young man watched the sun streak a glittering path over the purple Arafura Sea. For the first time he felt real fear and trembled as much from that as from exhaustion.




  Then he blinked in disbelief and pointed wordlessly. The woman cried, ‘Thank God.’




  To their left, on the eastern horizon was what they had been praying for but hadn’t really expected: a dark smudge.




  The smudge grew wider and greener, as the upturned boat followed the current towards it. An hour later they could see mountaintops, sloping down to cliffs and white beaches, and a pale band of

  aquamarine, which snaked around the island before blending into the malachite ocean.




  Shortly afterwards, they had their first clear view of the lagoon. Lying ahead to the south-east, the small bay was about a mile wide and surrounded by a ring of coral, marked by the white spray

  of the surf that pounded against it. There was one small gap in the coral; just before the upturned boat came abreast of that gap, they would slide into the water and swim for it. Judging from the

  speed at which they moved past the shoreline, the current was now running at about one mile an hour – even the woman ought to be able to swim counter to that.




  They had one more decision to make. The longer they were in the water, the greater the risk of sharks, but if they left it too late, they might be swept past that gap in the coral reef –

  and beyond it, the high black cliffs stretched as far as they could see.




  The man strung his sneakers around his neck and waited.




  Seven minutes later, he swallowed his fear and slipped down into the glossy, green water, followed by the frightened photographer.




  The swim was much harder than they had expected, and the distance to land much further than the man had calculated. He glanced back at his companion, who had fallen far behind. In fact, she had

  stopped swimming. In her weakened state, she was too exhausted to fight the current.




  The young man spat salt water and turned back.




  Just as the pale, glistening face of the woman slid below the water, he heaved forward and grabbed her by her shirt collar. Swimming backstroke, he towed her limp body towards the reef.




  He had expected a difficult passage through the gap in the coral, but the tide was going in when he reached it, and to his surprise and relief, they were simply swept through the gap on a surge

  of water.




  Once inside the lagoon, the man inhaled the beguiling warm land breeze which wafted voluptuous scents of grass and green leaves, of rich, dark, damp earth. He lifted his wet face to it. As he

  swam towards the island, that green serenity beckoned him in silent invitation, offering all the bounteous gifts of the gods, including life and hope, with no hint of a price to pay for them.




  The curving strip of bone-white sand was surrounded by a high black cliff, but it wasn’t very steep. To the left, sparkling in the sunlight, a waterfall parted the cliff. In the shallows,

  the exhausted man staggered, dripping, from the ocean. Making one final effort, he heaved the slack body of his companion up from the limpid water on to the sand. Only half-conscious, they both lay

  motionless.




  Surprisingly, the photographer was the first to recover. Shakily, she sat up and clutched at her neck. Thank God her camera case was still slung around it. Reassured, she patted the neck strap

  as she looked towards the waterfall, then shook out her wet sneakers. She dragged herself along the beach, gratefully hearing the sigh of the sand as the sea gently tickled it, the bushes and palm

  trees stirring, as if whispering. Spiked fronds and gleaming leaves waved softly. She inhaled the rich, warm smell, and relaxed. They had made it after all!




  As the woman staggered towards the waterfall, she could hear nothing above its heavy, insistent roar. Trembling with exhaustion, frantic with thirst, she clambered over the slimy stones towards

  it. Her steaming khaki shorts and shirt were clinging to her body and her precious camera case was bumping against her breasts.




  She squatted, cupped her hands and greedily lapped up the water. In a frenzy, she drank her fill, then looked around, but there was no big shell, nothing she could use as a water container.

  Hoping she would have the strength to drag her companion to the waterfall, the woman twisted around to judge the distance. On the bone-white beach, a huge native, naked but for a loincloth, was

  standing over the unconscious young man.




  The woman at the waterfall opened her mouth to shout a greeting, but as she did so, the native slowly lifted his long fishing spear above his head. With one swift, violent movement, he plunged

  the fishing spear into the white man’s chest.




  The watching woman felt as if the breath had been sucked from her body. For a moment she doubted what she saw, doubted her sanity.




  The native slowly wrenched the spear from the man’s chest. Then with the same strong, violent movement, again he thrust it downwards.




  The woman turned and fled.




  There was nowhere on the beach for her to hide. Looking desperately around her, she noticed a narrow overgrown path that led up to the right of the waterfall, climbing in a ragged zigzag between

  blackish rocks. Without a second thought, she scrambled up that path.




  As she approached the top of the cliff, she bent low to avoid being silhouetted against the skyline. Hidden by thigh-high vegetation, she crouched and waited. She could hear nothing except the

  crackle of the cicadas, the grating caws of parrots and the clear, high notes of birdsong. She crawled carefully across the top of the cliff, then slowly looked around. She saw no one.




  The path led into primary jungle, which looked comparatively easy to navigate. Stooping low, she started to move cautiously along the narrow track. Trembling, she picked her way through

  undergrowth, broken branches and bits of grey tree fibre, into the green-black shadows. She breathed hot, moist air as she moved deeper into green gloom, penetrated occasionally by thin streaks of

  sunlight. Peacock-blue and white butterflies dipped and fluttered before her; she heard a ceaseless, ululating buzz of insects as she trod beneath green soaring branches. Above her,

  yellow-feathered parrots darted among trees and through laurel-green arches hung with scarlet-flowering creepers. She felt as if she were moving in a Douanier Rousseau painting – a beautiful,

  but threatening nightmare.




  In the shadows behind her, a sudden high squeal turned into a scream. The woman spun around but could see nothing. Heart thumping against her sodden, khaki bush shirt, she crouched in the

  undergrowth. She felt herself observed, but could see no one. She felt surrounded, trapped. Her breath came in gasps, she could hear the noise of the air being sucked into her nostrils and the thud

  of her heart.




  Again she heard the unearthly scream behind her. It seemed nearer. She had to get away from it, she thought. Another mad, sudden shriek reverberated through the forest.




  Shaking and panting, the woman started to move forward in a crouch. She froze as she heard branches crack behind her, as something crashed through the undergrowth.




  She risked a quick look behind her, but could see nothing. She started to run. She tore onwards in terror, her camera bumping against her chest.




  As she crashed through the undergrowth, no longer trying to keep quiet, the next scream sounded much closer. Trembling and out of breath she willed her feet to keep going, as she tried to use

  her arms to protect her face from the creepers and branches that clawed at her when she blundered into them.




  Her arms were now patterned with straggling lines of blood. In her frenzy, she heard the back of her mind chiding her, telling her that she mustn’t lose control of herself now, not after

  surviving so much.




  Another shriek made her gasp. It sounded right behind her now. She hurled herself sideways into thick scrub. She gave a startled cry as the ground beneath her seemed to give way and the earth

  swallowed her up . . .




  Moments later the huge wild boar caught up with the female he was chasing and she yielded, putting an end to their mating calls.




  Lying sixty feet below the surface of the earth, at the bottom of a limestone shaft that had been hidden by jungle undergrowth, the injured woman continued to scream for help until she no longer

  had the strength to do so.




  Payback, a basic principle of South-east Asian law, demands an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and the life of a white man – any white man – in payment for

  every tribesman killed by the whites.




  Unfortunately for the young man and his companion, they had landed on the island of Paui, near the village of a tribe that had a bitter score to settle with the whites. Paui is a controlled

  area. Two months earlier a white missionary, with a police patrol, had visited Katanga village to investigate reports of ritual murders, sacrifices and cannibalism. One of the policemen had been

  startled by the sudden movement of a warrior. He had immediately opened fire with his automatic weapon, killing three children and the village chief.




  The authorities quickly paid the tribesmen a cash compensation for the deaths, but when a fisherman from that village spotted the exhausted and unprotected young man in Waterfall Bay, he found

  the situation an irresistible opportunity for Payback.




  That evening there was an air of pleasurable anticipation in the fishing village of Katanga. In the firelight, young girls sat on one side of the central compound and oiled their hair,

  pretending to be unaware of the young men on the opposite side, who were carefully decorating their faces in stripes of yellow, white and ochre clay.




  Eight hours earlier a small group of women had dug a shallow six-foot-long trench, which they filled with dry wood. In it, they lit a fire, on to which fist-sized stones were thrown.




  A second group of village women stripped the body and trussed it ‘frog-fashion’, the knees bent out and the ankles tied with vines to the wrists. Carefully they wrapped the body in

  banana leaves.




  When the fire was reduced to red embers, one woman slit the corpse from sternum to crotch. With wooden tongs, another woman nimbly lifted hot stones from the fire and thrust them into the body.

  The fire was raked level, then covered with stones and large banana leaves; the body was placed upon it. Hot stones were arranged around and on top of the corpse, then, finally, earth was heaped

  over it. The women patted it into a neat mound.




  On the edge of the village compound, a rusting Westinghouse refrigerator lay on its side; upon it stood a battered old Atwater–Kent radio. The young men of the village – now wearing

  red ornate feather head-dresses – covered the cracked surface of the refrigerator with banana leaves and heaped yellow orchids around the radio. Gods talked from the sky through this magic

  box, if the villagers’ prayers were correctly chanted and their sacrifice was adequate. So far, they had not quite managed it.




  Wearing a high, elaborate head-dress of white bird-of-paradise feathers, the medicine man approached the refrigerator-altar. From a rusting, black tin trunk that stood before it, he removed

  certain objects, which he placed in a line upon the refrigerator. As he started to chant a monotonous dirge, the entire village gathered in respectful silence around the altar. Reverently they

  stared at a battered metal alarm clock, a pair of aluminium-framed spectacles with shattered lenses, a set of pink-gummed false teeth and an old wall telephone with the ear-piece still hooked to

  the side.




  Carefully, the medicine man sprinkled water from his Coca-Cola bottle over these religious treasures. He raised both his hands and chanted. The young men in red-feathered head-dresses started a

  shuffling dance, while the women withdrew to attend to the cooking mound, which had swollen and risen. Little cracks had appeared in the surface; jets of savoury, mouth-watering steam hissed into

  the warm air.




  The women crouched before the earth oven and sang cheerful songs as the body was carefully removed. The body had not been burned or roasted; the brown eyes were wide open and lacklustre, but

  because they had been cooked in their own steam, the facial features were little disturbed by the process of cooking and the dead man would easily have been recognized by his own family.




  The medicine man chanted loudly as he placed the traditional sacrifice in front of the altar – the right arm.




  Everybody howled in response, and stamped once with the left foot.




  It was time to feast.




  Fifteen miles north of Waterfall Bay, a brawny Australian construction worker jumped down from one of the yellow bulldozers on the beach. ‘How about a beer?’ he

  yelled to his mate, who was directing the native work gangs.




  ‘Bloody good idea. Your boys turned up yet?’




  ‘Nope.’ The first man spat on the sand as they walked towards the pre-fabricated office hut. ‘Bastards are having another bloody feast day.’




  ‘We’ll never bloody finish her, at this rate.’




  The first man shrugged huge shoulders. ‘Bloody crazy idea to build a hotel in this dump, when yer can get bloody marvellous package tours to Barrier Reef.’




  The second man nodded in agreement, ‘Gimme Cairns any day. Wouldn’t want to bring my missus to this dump!’




  The other man spat again as he opened the door to the hut. ‘They ain’t building her for Aussies, mate. The Paradise Bay Hotel is for rich Yanks.’




  







  BOOK ONE




  The Golden Triangle




  







  Chapter 1




  Thursday, 25 October 1984




  Slowly, silently, the door swung open. That was odd, thought Lorenza, because since that silly kidnap threat the invisible security precautions at home had been rigorous.

  She pushed at the blackened, heavy medieval door. She had known its weathered vertical ridges all her life; her great-grandfather had brought this wooden door, along with the rest of the manor

  house, from the Cotswolds across the Atlantic to Pennsylvania. For twenty-three years – all her life – she had seen daydream pictures in the door’s wizened indentations as she

  waited for it to be opened.




  ‘Where is everybody?’ she called, as she stepped on to the old York stone of the entrance hall and kicked off her scarlet pumps.




  Nobody answered. The echoes of the bell died away.




  In stockinged feet, Lorenza walked back outside the front door and glanced beyond her red Ferrari Mondial, carelessly parked askew at the bottom of the entrance steps. She gazed around the quiet

  parkland that fell away on all sides from the house to distant woodland, but she saw nobody.




  Once again, Lorenza gave the bell three peremptory tugs, then walked over to one of the ancient stone lions, that stood at the top of the steps. She patted its stone head, as she always did when

  she came home, then pulled off her sable coat and draped it over the lion; it was warm for the end of October.




  She wandered back into the hall and looked up at the life-size Sargent portrait of her great-grandmother. ‘Robbed? Raped? Kidnapped? Where do you think they all are,

  Great-grandma?’




  Lorenza had the same abundant but wispy russet hair as the anxious-looking lady in the pale grey satin ballgown, but she didn’t have the same twenty-inch waist; Lorenza was chubby, like

  her mother, especially now. At last she was pregnant! She’d married Andrew sixteen months ago, in June 1983, and since the day she’d returned from her honeymoon her mother had

  looked hopeful. Lorenza had only to watch her mother stroke her six black cats – sinuous, small panthers – to know that she loved with her hands and longed for a grandchild to

  cuddle.




  In her stockinged feet, Lorenza padded to her right, through a suite of reception rooms, linked by double doors; there was no sign of anyone in the morning room, the salon, the library or the

  ballroom beyond which ran the full depth of the house and led into the orangery.




  As she returned through the library, Lorenza noticed her mother’s reading glasses lying by a scatter of papers on the silver-grey carpet. So her mother was around somewhere, she

  thought. Idly, she picked up two invitation cards, a newspaper and a travel brochure. She looked with interest at the travel brochure, on the cover of which was pictured a tropical beach; palm

  trees waved against an aquamarine sky, above which scarlet words promised: ‘Paradise can be yours on Paui’. Lorenza flicked open the brochure and saw photographs of a low modern hotel,

  tropical gardens, black women with pink flowers stuck behind their ears, trays of flower-decorated drinks; young, clean-cut, bronzed white couples smiled into each other’s eyes as they dined

  under the stars, swam in an azure pool, swung golf clubs and tennis rackets or enjoyed a champagne picnic on a deserted beach. ‘Just north of Australia and south of the equator, you can

  reserve a slice of paradise for yourself,’ the brochure suggested. ‘Toll-free reservations 1–800–545–PAUI.’




  Lorenza threw down her mother’s papers, returned to the hall and shouted again up the ancient stairs. Her voice echoed around the oak-panelled minstrel’s gallery, but once more there

  was no response. She pattered to the back of the hall and peered through the double doors on to the terrace, where three fountains were linked by flowerbeds, the whole neatly framed by rows of box

  hedge. Although the Grahams employed three gardeners, her mother was often to be found weeding the formal Italian garden, beyond which the lawn sloped down to the woods. Today there wasn’t a

  soul in sight.




  Lorenza headed to her left, down the passage that led past the dining room and her father’s study to the staff quarters. No one in the kitchen . . . No one in the pantry . . . No one in

  the staff sitting room . . . No one in the flower room. But this house contained a butler, a cook, three Filipino house maids and her mother’s personal maid. Where were they all?




  The linen room was off the staff sitting room. In front of a pile of unfolded sheets, a shapeless woman in a white smock was slumped in a rocking chair, her sleeves rolled back over skinny arms

  with sinews that stood out like a man’s. On the back of each ringless hand was a delta of thick blue veins.




  Lorenza tiptoed over, tickled the woman’s ear and bawled into it, ‘Ciao, Nella!’




  With a shriek the woman leaped to her feet, clutching her breast. It was Nella who had been transplanted from Rome when Lorenza’s mother had first arrived in Pittsburgh as the new Mrs

  Arthur Graham. ‘Oh! You very bad girl, Miss Lorenza!’ As Lorenza hugged her, the woman added, in a muffled voice, ‘You give me the heart attack, then nobody to cook for the

  family.’




  Lorenza yelled, ‘Where’s Mamma? And where’s everyone else?’




  Nella was deaf and had to be bawled at. She used her deafness as a convenient excuse for not hearing anything she did not wish to discuss. If pressed, she would thump the square of white fabric

  that jutted out between her flat breasts and hit her old-fashioned box hearing aid, saying, ‘This thing no damn good again, needs fixing.’




  Nella said, ‘Your mamma give staff free afternoon, because us all work late tomorrow night for your papa’s birthday party. Your mamma she gone shopping.’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘Clothes.’




  ‘But Mamma always buys her clothes in Rome.’




  Nella looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, maybe not clothes, but is a secret.’




  ‘Aw, come on, Nella.’




  Nella looked furtive, but what Italian cook can keep a secret? ‘Your mamma go shopping with the decorator to choose things for your apartment upstairs. Your mamma have your rooms redone,

  because of the baby.’




  ‘But Andrew and I live in New York, and the baby will live there with us, not here.’




  ‘Your mamma say, just in case.’




  ‘Just in case of what?’




  Lorenza’s attention was distracted as she heard an engine softly hum in the distance. She pushed open a diamond-paned window, hung out and waved at the white Van den Plas Jaguar as it

  moved sedately up the gravel drive. She said, ‘Mamma must be the only person in the world who drives a six-cylinder Jaguar fifteen miles an hour.’




  ‘Your mamma have plenty accident in her cars. Your mamma not fast, but not careful. Always she think about other things, always some other place in her head. Your papa want she have some

  man to drive her, but your mamma, she say too much trouble, is just someone else to organize.’




  But Nella was talking to the air. Lorenza had rushed off to meet her mother.




  Silvana Graham hurried up the steps, dropped two gift-wrapped packages at the top and hugged her daughter. ‘Put your shoes on, darling! Mustn’t catch cold, it’s bad for the

  baby.’ She had a low, lilting voice like a flock of doves, a voice not unusual in Rome, but rare in Pennsylvania. This soothing quality of Silvana’s voice permanently irritated her

  husband, because it sounded as if she were trying to calm him down, and therefore reminded him of his high blood pressure.




  Lorenza kissed her mother on the lips. It was Silvana’s bewitching mouth that had captivated Arthur Graham the first time he saw her, laughing in a seaside café at Santa Margherita,

  on the Italian Riviera, in 1956. Sophisticated, cosmopolitan Arthur had been surprised by his own reaction to the sensuality and insouciance of the big-breasted, cheerful seventeen year old with

  the loud laugh. Twenty-eight years later, only Silvana’s mouth remained the same. The big dark eyes had lost their sparkle; the heavy black hair no longer tumbled around her shoulders but was

  tamed back in a tight, greying French twist.




  The two women moved towards the library. Shoeless Lorenza waddled with pregnant self-importance; her mother’s slow, regal carriage just offset a heaviness that threatened to turn into

  bulkiness, but even her upright head could no longer disguise the start of a double chin. Women thought Silvana Graham elegant but unapproachable; men thought she was over the hill, twenty-five

  pounds too heavy and not worth making a pass at. Silvana moved through life in a lethargic dream, propelled forward only by timetables. ‘Mustn’t keep the servants waiting,’ had

  been the constant admonishment in the small palazzo in Rome, near the Borghese Gardens, where Silvana was born, and where her parents still lived.




  In the library, Lorenza picked up the tropical island brochure. ‘What’s this about, Mamma? Are you escaping at last?’




  Silvana laughed at their old joke. ‘No, it’s a business trip. We’re leaving next week for Australia. Nexus is holding the annual conference in Sydney this year. After that,

  we’re having the usual top-brass working holiday. Your father has chosen Paui because he’s never been fishing there, and apparently there are plenty of sharks. He’s never caught a

  shark.’




  ‘There’s something to be said for being president of a corporation.’ Lorenza threw herself on the silver brocade sofa, propped her feet up and started to discuss her pregnancy

  with the obsessive concentration of a five-months-pregnant first-timer, who little realized how bored she would be by the subject in two months’ time. Although her baby wasn’t due until

  late February, Lorenza now looked at her life as if down the wrong end of a telescope: it had shrunk to a circle that included only her husband and this blurry faced sexless baby. Silvana listened

  to her daughter’s self-important chatter . . . ‘Andrew feels . . . Andrew knows . . . Andrew wants me to give up my job . . . Andrew thinks he should look after my money . . .

  It’s one of the things I want to talk to Papa about . . . Andrew says it’s ridiculous to have someone else invest my money, when he’s a broker . . . Andrew says . . .’




  Silvana said, ‘Why give up your job? I thought you enjoyed it. Although I never understood why you took a job in the first place.’




  ‘Don’t you remember? Gran said it would give me an interest.’ Lorenza remembered that Arthur’s mother had also implied she didn’t want Lorenza to follow her

  mother’s aimless path, padding her life out with trivia in order not to notice that she was merely marking time until she died. Gran had always had eccentric ideas.




  Lorenza laughed. ‘It’s just an itsy-bitsy job at Sotheby’s. Andrew says I haven’t learned as much about pictures as Gran expected, and I don’t use my history

  degree. I’m polite to people on the phone, help someone else to catalogue the paintings and occasionally take telephone bids at auctions . . . I’ll have plenty to do at home, looking

  after Andrew and the baby.’




  Silvana lifted the heavy silver coffeepot from the tray that Nella had just placed in front of her. ‘Nella’s niece is coming from Varese to be your nanny. You’ll have plenty of

  staff. You’re luckier than most women. You’ll have time to do something, to continue to be somebody.’




  Lorenza looked surprised. ‘Mamma! That’s sixties Women’s Lib talk!’ She laughed affectionately. ‘It’s taken you twenty years to catch up.’




  ‘No, it’s taken me twenty years to notice.’




  ‘Notice what?’




  Silvana rubbed her pearl necklace against her cream silk collar, a sign of mild agitation. Hesitantly, she said, ‘Few women are as happy after marriage as they expected to be.’




  ‘What are you talking about, Mamma?’ Don’t say you and Papa are going to split, she thought. She asked in alarm, ‘Aren’t you happy? Haven’t

  you got everything that you could possibly want?’




  Everything except what matters most, thought Silvana.




  ‘What more could you possibly want, Mamma?’




  ‘To feel that I exist.’




  So it was that. Lorenza stretched out one arm and gently pulled Silvana’s hand towards her pink Fiorucci maternity overalls, so that Silvana could feel the hard little belly beneath.

  ‘Of course you exist, and so does that.’




  Silvana said, ‘I hope it’s a boy.’ She hesitated again, then added, ‘I meant what I said about your job. I don’t want your life to be eaten up without your noticing

  it. One day you look up and think, where did it go, my life?’ She shook her head. ‘Don’t laugh, Lorenza. The people you love can swallow up your life, if you let it happen. You

  won’t notice it’s happening or how it happens – and if you do notice, you won’t know how to stop it.’




  ‘Darling Mamma, don’t worry.’ Lorenza’s indulgent voice didn’t quite hide her irritation. ‘I have total faith in Andrew.’




  Silvana shrugged, remembering that she had once had total faith in Arthur. She recalled the angry scene with her father when she had carefully, casually told her parents over

  breakfast – one warm autumn day like this, years ago in Rome – that she wanted them to meet an American friend. Yes, a man. No, she had met him on the beach. (Because husky, blond

  Arthur had followed her from the café to the sand.) Her father had turned the page of his newspaper and said sharply that well-brought-up girls did not pick up boys on the beach, and

  he certainly did not wish to meet a young beach bum. So seventeen-year-old Silvana blurted out that Arthur was not young – he was quite old, thirty-four, and she was going to

  marry him!




  The result had been like pushing a flaming rag into a jar of kerosene. Her father smashed down the paper, leaped out of his chair and yelled, ‘When is it due?’ Her mother said,

  ‘Tulio, lower your voice or the servants will hear.’ She then looked reproachfully at Silvana and asked, ‘When is it due?’




  Amused at being taken for a parvenu, Arthur (whose girlfriend had flown back to New York after a quarrel, leaving him alone on vacation) had taken care to get Silvana pregnant as soon as she had

  explained that she was – sort of – engaged to be married to the son of the family whose beautifully tended estate in Tuscany bounded theirs. Without a word Arthur had turned down the

  next country lane, stopped the car and thrust himself upon her. Silvana had willingly thrust back, then and subsequently, in the backs of hired cars, under hedges, in vineyards, legs waving from

  the bottom of a motor boat, and once behind a village bakery. Silvana had been thrilled at being made a proper woman by a proper man – not a boy. She thought that Arthur had all the

  sophistication, vitality and glamour of the USA, a country that Silvana knew only from the movies and the advertising pages of Life magazine, a country which seemed glamorous and as distant

  as Mars from shabby post-war Italy, where an unmarried girl meekly obeyed her father.




  After her father stormed from the breakfast room, followed by her mother repeating, ‘At least she says he’s a Catholic, Tulio,’ the weeping Silvana had been examined by a

  strange physician – not the family doctor – then locked in her bedroom while her parents angrily argued. Nella, the kitchen maid who brought her meals, took Silvana’s note to

  Arthur, who read the sad, crumpled letter, grinned, then telephoned his mother in Pittsburgh.




  Not astonished by his news, but astounded that this time Arthur actually intended to marry a girl he’d made pregnant, Mrs Graham had sighed, telephoned Nexus Tower and told the office to

  book her a seat to Rome. After the eighteen-hour flight, during which she had plenty of time to realize that she would, as always, be unable to dissuade her only son from doing what he wanted, Mrs

  Graham stepped into the waiting maroon Rolls-Royce, thinking, Well, at least she’s a Catholic.




  Upon arriving at her usual suite at the Grand, Mrs Graham wrote a short letter of invitation to Silvana’s parents, which was delivered by hand to the crumbling Palazzo Cariotto just off

  the Borghese Gardens.




  Count Cariotto went alone to meet the tragically widowed Mrs Graham, who wore a navy Mainbocher dress, one long string of 16-millimetre pearls – she liked the fact that it never occurred

  to people that they were real – and her engagement ring, which was the biggest diamond the Count had ever seen. He found his eyes repeatedly drawn to it as they talked, with formal delicacy,

  of the inexorably approaching event. Eventually it was agreed that their lawyers should meet to discuss the suggested, generous marriage settlement upon Silvana, and the Count returned home to tell

  his wife that it could have been worse, at least the mother was a lady.




  The engagement party was held on a starlit September evening in the interior courtyard of the Palazzo Cariotto, where careful spotlighting drew eyes away from the decay. White satin streamers

  fell from tubs of dark green yew trees; marble statues were hung with garlands of white flowers; the many servants wore livery with waistcoats striped in the dark green and yellow Cariotto colours.

  All the delicious buffet food – the trout, the huge hams, the smoked delicacies, the fruit and the wine – had come from the Cariotto estate in Tuscany. Although the Count’s

  business schemes invariably failed – someone he trusted always let him down – his farms ran as smoothly as they had always run, administered by the land agent who had inherited the job

  from his father, to whom it had been handed down by his father.




  As swiftly as was decent, the engagement party was followed by the wedding – the bridegroom had business commitments, the Countess explained to her friends, who nodded understandingly.

  Following the elaborate Roman ceremony, Silvana and Arthur flew to India for their honeymoon. Thirty minutes after the Karachi stopover, Silvana had the first of her miscarriages. This had upset

  the food service and sanitary arrangements in the first-class cabin, but music was played to drown the noise of her pain and an ambulance was waiting at Delhi, where she spent a depressing three

  weeks in King George Hospital, before being flown in cautious stages back to Pittsburgh.




  Silvana had now seen that Arthur was wonderful in a crisis, and fell even more deeply in love with him. ‘Arthur says . . . Arthur thinks . . . Arthur wants me to . . . Arthur insists . .

  .’ she told her mother over the long-distance calls that grew increasingly frequent. Her mother, correctly diagnosing homesickness, dispatched young Nella to help Silvana settle down in

  Arthur’s family mansion in Sewickley, but Silvana never felt really happy away from the cheerful noise of Rome or the serenity of the Tuscan countryside where she had grown up, and flew back

  regularly to visit. Twice a year she observed her mother and father growing smaller, thinner and greyer. At first she clung to Arthur, seeking the support and security of his enfolding arms, but

  those strong, blond-haired, muscular arms enforced as well as enfolded. Silvana soon found out that she could do anything she wanted – unless Arthur wanted something else.




  Arthur’s mother had moved out of the English manor house in Sewickley before Arthur and his bride returned from India. Happily she commissioned Philip Johnson to build her a long, low

  house of glass, high in the hills, which is what she had always wanted, rather than that gloomy pile of thirty rooms with diamond-paned windows that never let in enough light, and heavy carved

  furniture – much of it supposedly sixteenth century – faded tapestries, brocade upholstery in several dingy shades and heavy, dark velvet curtains.




  While Silvana recovered from her first miscarriage, she lay in her four-poster bed and scribbled notes about her pending transformation of the gloomy house. But when, one morning, she casually

  told Arthur what she was doing, he stopped dressing and looked at her sharply, tie tack in one hand, its stud in the other. ‘This is one of the best houses in Pennsylvania,’ he had

  said. ‘I grew up here and I don’t want anything changed. You can replace things when necessary, but the replacements are to be just that – not changes.’




  Silvana tried to protest, she even made the mistake of saying that most of the expensive furniture was fake or – if not, then greatly repaired. Arthur listened in cold silence,

  turned his ice-blue eyes towards her without moving his head and observed, ‘At least it doesn’t have to be propped up with somebody else’s money.’ A large part of

  Silvana’s settlement had been loaned to repair the Palazzo Cariotto. For a week after that, Arthur did not speak to her. In bed, he treated her as if they had not been introduced. They made

  up, but things were never the same again.




  In romantic fiction, which Silvana loved, the hero is always permanently obsessed by the heroine, whereas in real life, once passion fades, a woman always comes second to a man’s career.

  Silvana never came to terms with the fact that her romantic ideas were unrealistic, so without noticing it she gradually became permanently depressed – a condition that evinced itself in

  weariness.




  By the time Silvana managed to carry a baby to term, she had been married for four years and had been pregnant, sick or recovering from a miscarriage for almost all of that time. Arthur no

  longer found Silvana’s pink, moist mouth a novelty, and his interest in her had dissolved like the morning mist that rose from the river at the foot of their estate. The twelve evenings that

  followed the birth of their daughter were spent by Silvana alone (so that she could rest, Arthur had said). On the thirteenth evening, Silvana realized that Arthur must be doing all those wonderful

  things to somebody else. She tried to discuss this with him, but if Arthur didn’t want to talk about something, then it wasn’t discussed. His job at Nexus Mining International –

  the firm started by his great-grandfather – was an excuse for any absence. If Silvana telephoned him at his downtown office in Nexus Tower, then he was at the plant, or vice versa. On his

  frequent trips to the Nexus offices in New York or Toronto, Arthur was absent all day, and in the evening he left orders at his hotel that he was not to be disturbed.




  But, although Arthur didn’t bother to hide his lack of interest from Silvana, he seemed to want to hide it from Pittsburgh. He was never seen with another woman and he and Silvana made

  regular public appearances, at which he insisted that Silvana be exquisitely dressed. However, it was noticed that the couple rarely talked to each other when they were seated in the cream and

  crimson velvet Graham box at Heinz Hall, waiting to listen to the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, or watch the Pittsburgh Ballet Company.




  By that time Silvana found that she could no longer speak up for herself – the words would not come. She had been frightened of asking Arthur for the truth, but now she was frightened of

  being told it. She was terrified that one day Arthur would divorce her. She would wake up in the dark with the words ‘Then what?’ whispering in her ears. She felt panic at the thought

  of being without a husband, or being sent home to Rome like some export reject, of hearing her father say, ‘I told you so.’ So, after a few timid attempts at discussion had been

  expertly turned aside by Arthur, Silvana shut her eyes to her marital unhappiness. After all, passion never lasted longer than two years, did it?




  But in Arthur’s case, passion had not been replaced by affection. He simply disregarded his wife. Increasingly, Silvana felt insignificant and without hope. She trembled when spoken to,

  and to speak was a great effort. To outsiders she appeared vague, absent-minded or aloof. She felt that real life was on the other side of a glass wall, but she could never decide whether she was

  looking into the aquarium, or looking out. She confided her humiliation to no one, feeling that pity would render it intolerable.




  She clung to her baby, chubby Lorenza who blew bubbles and dribbled down fragile clothes that had been embroidered by Italian nuns. Everyone at Nexus knew that Arthur had returned to his

  bachelor habits and was once again using his old apartment below the hotel penthouse that was permanently reserved for visiting Nexus VIPs. But, surprisingly, he had felt possessive pride as soon

  as he saw his baby daughter’s red, screwed-up little face and heard her yell. ‘She takes after you,’ said Silvana, and he beamed.




  Within three months of Lorenza’s birth, Arthur’s old nursery suite of four rooms had been redecorated in pale pink, and from that moment Silvana knew she could have anything she

  wanted, provided that it was for the benefit of Lorenza. Anything, that is to say, except money.




  Arthur allowed Silvana no cash. Everything had to be charged. Arthur’s secretary paid the travel bills to Rome, the accounts from Valentino, the bills from Elizabeth Arden on Fifth Avenue,

  where Silvana bought all her Christian Dior lingerie. Not that Arthur was cheap. If Silvana wanted a new car, she had only to say so in September, when Arthur ordered his next year’s models.

  Schooled by his mother, Arthur had good taste in jewellery and loved to buy it, so Silvana had plenty of everything – emeralds, pearls, sapphires and diamonds (not rubies, Arthur thought them

  vulgar). However, Silvana never had any cash.




  Arthur knew that cash meant freedom. With even a little stash, flight would be possible. If Arthur didn’t want Silvana to stay, he also didn’t want her to go. The fact of

  Silvana’s existence prevented Arthur’s mistresses from being too demanding, because Arthur always made it clear that, as he was a Catholic, there could never be a divorce. So Silvana

  was not allowed the one thing that might have powered her flight from humiliation – she was dependent upon her husband’s whim and her husband’s money. How could she leave him,

  with no self-confidence and no cash? Silvana felt ashamed of her powerless situation and dealt with her timidity and insecurity by withdrawing from the world. She tried to become nothing, so that

  nothing could hurt her. Her body was present, but she was not, and Arthur didn’t want her body. Biologically, she was alive, but emotionally she felt dead – she went through the motions

  of living like a languid sleepwalker, and at all times, behind her exquisite manners, she suppressed her rage towards her husband.




  Except on one occasion.




  The Grahams kept a ten-berth yacht at Monte Carlo and generally spent the month of June cruising the Mediterranean with a few friends. One starlit night in 1968 the party went

  ashore at Cannes to dine at the Carlton and Arthur drank too much Laphroaig malt whisky after dinner. As they were returning through the moonlight in the launch, he made the mistake of telling

  Silvana that everyone knew she’d married him for his money.




  Silvana, in strapless emerald satin, jumped to her feet – dangerously rocking the launch – and cried, ‘My father called you a beach bum, and as far as I knew, that’s what

  you were. This is what I care about your money!’




  She pulled off her emerald earrings and flung them overboard.




  In the stunned silence that followed, Silvana tore off her emerald bracelet and tossed it into the black, lapping waters. As the launch droned on slowly towards the yacht, Silvana licked her

  finger – she had put on weight and her rings were now tight – and yanked off her huge, emerald engagement ring. She held it up in the moonlight and asked, ‘How much did you pay

  for that, darling?’ Over the side it went, as Silvana laughed.




  One of the male guests grabbed Arthur as he lunged towards Silvana, and the sailor at the wheel yelled ‘Attention!’ as they nearly rammed the stern of another boat. Silvana

  was the first to climb aboard their yacht. Heedless of her guests, she scrambled below to her stateroom, locked the door and with trembling fingers opened her safe. Because of her agitation, she

  had to dial the combination twice. Carefully she withdrew the green Moroccan leather jewel box and hurried back up the companionway to the deck.




  Holding up a pearl collar that had belonged to Catherine the Great, Silvana yelled, ‘How much did this cost you, Arthur?’ She threw it overboard – as far as she could.




  It now took two male guests to restrain Arthur. ‘Now, Arthur . . . Careful . . . Arthur, get a grip on yourself.’




  A diamond necklace flew among the stars, then fell into their reflection. ‘How much did this set you back, caro?’ Silvana shouted. She held up a set of Edwardian

  diamond star brooches.




  Sleepy voices called from neighbouring yachts, requesting silence in varying degrees of politeness, as Silvana, with surprising speed and relish, flung all her jewellery into the silver and

  black Mediterranean. Then she yawned, stretched and tripped off to her stateroom, feeling physically lighter and exultant – her humiliation had dissolved like sea-mist at sunrise.




  Inside her stateroom, Silvana hesitated, then double-locked the door. Her ebullience drained away as she sat slumped on the end of the bed. For the first time, she seriously considered leaving

  her husband, but she realized that would also mean leaving her small daughter. She knew that Arthur’s lawyers would, by expensive, legal and ruthless methods, gain custody of Lorenza for

  him.




  Eventually, Silvana curled into an unhappy mound of crushed emerald satin and fell asleep, resigned to the continuation of her empty life. She had completely forgotten about the jewellery, now

  settling into the black silt of the harbour.




  By four in the morning, Arthur had located two professional scuba divers. Abruptly sobered, he had first telephoned his broker in New York (where it was still only 10 p.m.), to check the

  insurance situation; he had then wakened the harbour master, and subsequently the Mayor of Cannes. Before first light, a rope cordon was bobbing around the Graham yacht (curious onlookers thought

  that someone must have drowned), and within two days, every item of jewellery had been recovered. Apart from her emerald engagement ring, Silvana had never again worn any of the jewellery since

  except at Arthur’s specific request. She had inherited from her grandmother a row of exquisite but discoloured sixteenth-century pearls and it was these she now fingered in the pale gold

  autumn light that flooded the library.




  By the time Lorenza left home, her mother had lost her nerve and wouldn’t have dared face life alone – didn’t even dare wonder why not. As for Lorenza, she had never thought to

  wonder whether her mother was happy. Her mother was just . . . there!




  Lying on the silver brocade couch in the library, Lorenza pulled a pillow towards her and fitted it under the small of her back. She held a sheet of paper – a typed guest

  list for her father’s birthday party, which celebration was the reason for her trip home.




  Lorenza skimmed the list. ‘What a bunch of bores! Isn’t there going to be anyone here who’s not Nexus?’ She peered closer at the list, ‘Hey, I thought you

  said you were never again going to invite Suzy the Blonde Bimbo, after the way she behaved last time.’




  ‘Your father wouldn’t like you to use that word. And I suppose that anyone can accidentally fall into a pool at a party.’




  ‘Into the shallow end, of course. And in a white dress with nothing under it – as we had all noticed before she fell into the pool. Don’t you remember Suzy

  standing up, dripping like Raquel Welch in one of her B movies? And how every man in sight rushed to help her out, poor thing.’




  ‘Your father particularly wanted me to invite Suzy because the other wives aren’t nice to her.’




  Lorenza yawned. ‘They hate her guts. With good reason.’




  ‘Lorenza, you must remember that Suzy is a distant relative.’




  ‘She’s married to my second cousin by marriage. That’s pretty distant.’ Suddenly Lorenza sat up. ‘I hear Papa’s car. He’s back early, isn’t

  he?’




  ‘He knew you were coming.’




  Something about his ice-blue eyes told you that, just like his forebears, Arthur Nimrod Graham watched for the main chance. Although Nexus was no longer entirely a family-owned business, Arthur

  merited his place as its president, because he was as shrewd, tough and implacable as his ancestors. Arthur’s suits may have been hand-tailored by Huntsman, the Royal tailor in London’s

  Savile Row, but the man who filled those suits was an old-fashioned Yankee entrepreneur, whose family motto was WHAT WE HAVE WE HOLD. Arthur believed that the best form of

  defence was to be the first to kick the other guy where it hurt, and everybody of any importance in Pittsburgh knew this. He was sixty-two years old, silver-haired and chunky, but still fighting

  fit. As he walked into his library he paused, beamed and held his arms wide to Lorenza.




  ‘How’s my girl? Not driving too fast, I hope. There’s my grandson to consider.’ He chuckled. ‘How’s Andrew? Taking good care of my girl, I hope.’




  Arthur wasn’t aware of the sharp edge of his joviality, as his arms enfolded the only person in the world that he loved. He wasn’t saying she was perfect, in fact he knew she was a

  little scatterbrain, but his daughter was full of energy. He would agree that she wasn’t beautiful, but you had to admit that Lorenza had irresistible charm – the bright blue eyes and

  the little white teeth always seemed to be smiling with infectious delight, as if you were the only person in the world she wanted to see, as if she trusted you completely, as if you and she were

  conspirators in a secret world. Arthur didn’t realize that it was easier to have such magical charm if you were not distracted by life’s exasperating realities, such as waiting in the

  rain for a bus, carrying groceries, arguing with repair men or paying their bills with money you can’t afford.




  To date, nothing worse than a toothache had gone wrong in Lorenza’s life and Arthur was going to make damn certain that nothing ever did. As Lorenza in her Brussels lace wedding dress, had

  waited with her father for the Wedding March to start, he had turned to her and said, ‘Don’t forget, my darling, that if you ever have any problems you don’t want to discuss with

  Andrew, you tell your Papa! Andrew must see you’re not dependent on him.’




  ‘Why shouldn’t I be, Papa?’




  ‘Because dependency destroys self-confidence, my darling.’




  Charmingly, Lorenza had lifted her veil and kissed the tip of her father’s nose. ‘Darling Papa, you worry too much.’




  After the ceremony, Arthur had taken his new son-in-law aside and said amiably, ‘Take care of my little girl, now.’ His eyes had added, ‘Or I’ll break your

  neck.’




  ‘I love her as well, sir.’ Andrew had smiled politely. ‘You can have her on alternate weekends,’ he added softly to himself as Lorenza pulled him through a shower of rose

  petals towards the helipad at the side of the house, where the Nexus helicopter waited to sweep them to the airport, where the Nexus Lear waited to whisk them to Belle Reve, the Nexus island in the

  Caribbean.




  As she waved at the helicopter growing smaller and smaller, Silvana had worn her indulgent-mother smile, but she had felt left out of life, forgotten.




  She still did.




  ‘Where am I? Who is this person in bed beside me?’ Annie’s heart was constricted, her forehead was sweating, she was breathing hard and she felt

  nauseous. Beside her, in the pearl-grey light of dawn, Annie’s husband mumbled in his sleep. She touched his warm back for comfort. Of course. She was in her own bed, in her own house, and

  Duke was lying beside her.




  So why had she woken in a panic?




  Then Annie remembered that tonight was Arthur’s birthday party. In the dim light she could just see the alarm clock wasn’t due to sound for another hour. Beside the glass of water

  and the copy of Time magazine (which she always read right through, to keep up), she could see the silver-framed colour photograph of her family that had been taken at Lorenza’s

  wedding. Had the photographer taken two hours, instead of two minutes, he couldn’t have achieved a more perfect example of the all-American family. Annie, wearing blue silk, stood in the

  middle of the group, obscuring Silvana’s Corot seascape on the wall behind her. Annie’s left hand rested on the shoulder of fourteen-year-old Rob, the brightest and noisiest of her four

  sons, who looked ill at ease in his first adult suit. On Rob’s left – solid, rugged and reliable – stood Annie’s husband, Duke. She thought he looked like John Wayne in his

  prime, only not so tall and of course he carried a bit more weight. Annie would be lost without her husband, because Duke looked after everything. Annie didn’t even know where the insurance

  forms for their house were. (The gracious ante bellum house with the pillared porch had been a wedding gift from Duke’s parents and was singularly inappropriate for the noisy, sporty

  lives led by its owners.) Annie didn’t want to know where the insurance forms were, she had had enough of filing documents when she was Duke’s secretary.




  In the photograph, next to Duke, grinned Fred, the eldest of their four sons; he never looked tidy in a suit, God bless him. Fred was a mathematician, doing graduate work at the University of

  Pennsylvania and still, thank heaven, living at home. Annie dreaded the day when all her sons were gone from home and there would be nothing to do in her silent house except empty the ashtrays. To

  Annie’s right, in front of one of Silvana’s pianos, stood Bill, unsmiling, with his hands in his pockets. Bill, the Romeo of the family, was still at college. The girls couldn’t

  leave him alone – Annie and Duke had had to give him his own telephone when he was fourteen. Next to Bill was Dave, who, at nineteen, was the best-looking of the boys, although of course they

  were all attractive in their own ways. Gazing at her sons, Annie thought that at least she had done something right. Four sons was exactly what Duke had wanted – in fact they often behaved

  like five brothers together. That reminded her, she’d better get the banister fixed again . . .




  They were a football family, as the local glazier could testify. There was also a baseball diamond at the end of the yard, their pool had a proper diving board and they’d had a basketball

  hoop fixed in the ballroom, which was really only used for table tennis. When Annie’s sons weren’t horsing around or training or playing, they were watching other people play, as they

  cheered on the Pirates, rooted for the Steelers and howled at the ref on behalf of the Penguins. Dinner-table talk tended to centre on what should have happened during the last game and what had

  better happen at the next one.




  Annie was going to feed them all earlier than usual tonight, because it was the maid’s night off and Annie hadn’t wanted to ask her to change nights. But it didn’t matter.

  Before she dressed, she would fix hot dogs and hamburgers. The boys wouldn’t mind a snack, just this once, instead of a meal.




  At the thought of the party, panic set in again. Annie’s head felt as if something was squeezing it, and she was short of breath. She hoped she wouldn’t drop anything this time. At

  Silvana’s last party, the one where poor Suzy had ruined her dress in the pool, a canapé had simply collapsed in Annie’s fingers and dripped cheese sauce down her white

  satin formal. She hoped she wouldn’t make a fool of herself tonight. But if she said nothing, then Duke would throw her one of his looks, and if, obediently, Annie jerked out a few words,

  then – in spite of Time magazine – people tended to look surprised by what she said. So the perspiration would start beneath her arms, her hairdo would sag and she would quickly

  disappear into the bathroom. However, there was a limit to the number of trips and the amount of time that she could spend in the bathroom, or else Duke would growl on the way home, ‘For

  Chrissake, you’ve known all these people for years! You grew up here! You yak-yak for hours on the telephone, then you can’t open your mouth at a party, in front of all my

  colleagues.’




  She knew that Duke wished she were a better hostess and felt it would help his career if she were, but that she was too timid even to try. She forgot or mixed up people’s names. She

  could never stand, calm and gracious, at the entrance to her ballroom saying one charming (and different) sentence to two hundred people in turn, as Silvana could.




  Silvana made Annie feel dowdy and clumsy. She was always so elegant and remote, and her flower-filled house always looked as if she were expecting the House and Garden photographers any

  moment. Of course, Silvana had plenty of help – but then, so did Annie.




  Running her family seemed to take up all of Annie’s time. She didn’t know how other women found the hours for outside interests – proper intellectual interests, not stuff like

  fund-raising or doing needlepoint covers for the dining chairs, anyone could do that sort of thing. Sadly Annie wondered if the Labrador pup had found her needlepoint, because it had disappeared

  again. That reminded her, she had to phone Father O’Leary before ten, about the kneeling-stools that she was working on. In turn, this reminded her that it was her responsibility to do the

  flowers this Sunday at St Paul’s in Oakland, where she’d worshipped all her life. Annie had once bought a self-help book called How to Make Time! But after two months, she still

  hadn’t found the time to read it, then the Labrador ate it.




  Unfortunately, needlepoint kneeling-stools and church flower-arrangements didn’t seem to interest Duke’s business associates. Sometimes, after an evening of business entertaining,

  Duke would simply sigh, and they would drive back to Fox Chapel in silence. Sometimes, Annie would timidly say she was sorry and Duke would yell ‘For chrissake stop apologizing!’

  Whereupon Annie would sit there beside him, making herself as small as possible and wondering if she should take that course in dynamic self-projection that Duke had once suggested.




  She couldn’t help feeling apologetic towards Duke, because he’d never really chosen her, he’d been stuck with her. Annie’s dad had been the executive exec at

  Nexus, and after junior college he’d sent her to take a secretarial course at Mrs Parker’s, then pulled strings to get her a job at Nexus, to give her something to do until she got

  married.




  Annie had been Duke’s temporary secretary for one whole summer. During the first few weeks she had regarded him with never-diminishing awe. She saw him through his own eyes, and with the

  same self-importance. Anxious to please him, she sprang to take his dictation, fill his water carafe, check the office bottle of Wild Turkey and anticipate all his other needs – so much so,

  that after they’d been working late one night, Duke wasn’t surprised to find himself humping that pretty little red-headed temp on the office carpet. He’d had no idea that it was

  her first time until weeks later when, looking even whiter than usual, she had told him that they had a problem. Well, if you had that sort of problem in Pittsburgh in 1952, you got married,

  especially if the girl’s father was your boss.




  The warm mound next to Annie grunted in his sleep and turned over, causing the quilt to slip to the floor. Carefully Annie slipped out of bed, tiptoed round the bottom of the four-poster, picked

  up the quilt and replaced it, covering Duke’s shoulders. She was so proud of him. If Duke were only ten years younger, he would be taking over from Arthur as president. There would be no

  question about it. But it was just as well that he wasn’t trying for the job.




  One thing Annie had to admit was that Duke was not a good loser – in fact it was one of the things that made Duke’s Irish temper blow like a volcano. Of course, he

  wasn’t physically violent, and he had never laid a finger on Annie in his life – well, hardly ever, if you didn’t count that time she’d forgotten to video the Pirates’

  play-off, but then he didn’t realize what he was doing until he saw the bruises on her arm the next day. The boys always kept well out of sight when their father was in one of his moods; they

  could spot the buildup and take cover, and they knew that he was always sorry afterwards. The entire family was aware that certain subjects, ranging from Commies to Gay Lib to bad school marks,

  were certain to cause a rage, and so Annie would try to watch for them in conversation and attempt to sidestep a whole stream of topics before they came up. If she failed to do so, she would

  placate her husband by agreeing with him.




  They always knew his mood as soon as he came in the house in the evening by the way he shut the front door – the degree of slam acted as a barometer. There had been a bad time, a few years

  after they were married, when Duke had been passed over for promotion. Every night before he came home Annie would find herself short of breath, then she’d get this feeling of panic.

  She’d hurry the kids to bed early and then make sure that there were no skates or baseball bats around for Duke to fall over – because if there were, he would – and then she would

  just wait, heart thumping and stomach knotted, for the hurricane to hit. She always went to church the day afterwards, because it calmed her agitation and helped her to stop feeling distressed and

  frustrated because she hadn’t been able to soothe his rage.




  The boys had never discussed their father’s temper with her. They’d grown up with it, so they accepted it as part of their lives, but they were all silently ashamed of his rages and

  simply disappeared if, when he came home, the door slammed fit to shake the house.




  Annie was also ashamed of it. She had never talked to anyone about Duke’s terrible temper, except for her mother, who sighed and said that lots of men didn’t realize that they were

  bullies, and women just had to put up with it . . . At least Duke was a good provider.




  That had certainly proved to be the case, because Duke was now VP Comco – and Vice President of Company Coordination Worldwide was a very great responsibility.




  In his sleep, Duke flung an arm up and again dislodged the quilt. Again Annie slid out of bed and replaced it, tucking it around his shoulders. Accidentally she backed into his bedside table and

  one of the group of silver picture frames fell on the rug. She picked it up and looked at the grinning redheaded skier in a pale blue suit, flicking through the slalom poles. Harry had taken that

  picture of her shortly after he’d joined Nexus, the year before she’d married Duke. She’d be seeing Harry again next week and she couldn’t help feeling nervous about it.

  Harry became more of a problem, not less, as the years went by.




  As Annie tiptoed around to her side of the bed, she caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror. In the ghost light of dawn, in her crumpled white nightgown, she looked pleasantly pale,

  rather than colourless and skinny. You couldn’t see the hollows in her collarbone; her white, freckled forearms were covered with fine, gold down, her once-red hair looked golden, instead of

  faded ginger. But as the sun rose and light flooded the room, Annie clearly saw her unprepossessing reflection and, for the first time, felt dubious about what she’d planned to do that

  day.




  Again Annie’s heart constricted with fear. She told herself not to be so gutless. She was determined to try – just for one night – to look as stunning as Suzy. Suzy was so full

  of life, she had such impact and if her clothes were a little flamboyant at times, well, Suzy was always a knockout.




  No, this evening, Annie wouldn’t have a thing to worry about. She had been planning her appearance for weeks, and Suzy had been helping her. Suzy had picked the outfit, Suzy had arranged

  for a professional make-up and this morning she was going to Suzy’s hairdresser.




  This evening, just for once, Annie was really going to make Duke proud of her!




  Two miles away, another woman also lay in bed, watching the hands of her bedside clock move towards six in the soft light. Thinking about Arthur’s party, Patty had bitten

  her thumbnail to the quick without realizing it.




  Patty slid out of bed, taking care not to wake her husband, Charley, who was vice president of the Legal Department and Corporate Counsel at Nexus. Quickly she wriggled into her navy jogging

  suit and crept quietly downstairs, because their son, Stephen, wasn’t supposed to wake for another hour.




  She let herself out of the massive oak front door heavily embedded with knockers, studs and other bits of ironwork that looked as if they’d been made by the early settlers and contrasted

  oddly with the three, supposedly burglarproof, chrome locks.




  This was the only part of the day that belonged to Patty. She took her pulse, then started to warm up with slow stretches against the door for her hamstrings and calves, followed by toe rises on

  the doorstep. After that, she did two splits on the lawn before setting off.




  Jogging slowly along the deserted streets, passing one neat grass patch after another beneath the maples that were turning autumnal shades of russet, she wished that, after all, she’d

  bought a new dress for the party. But they needed every spare penny for the trust fund and saving was like dieting, you couldn’t allow yourself ‘just one’ anything. But of course

  the wife of the future president of Nexus would play the same sort of role as an ambassador’s wife, and being well dressed was part of that job. As she rounded the first corner, Patty

  wondered whether Silvana got an official dress allowance from the company to cover all those Valentino numbers.




  Patty quickened her stride. The first five minutes were usually the worst. After that she hit her rhythm and it got easier. She liked fartlek, running steadily but varying the pace

  – fast, slow, medium. It was a good technique for longdistance runners . . . Damn it, why hadn’t she bought a new dress – she should be doing everything possible to help

  Charley get the promotion. Everybody said that her husband was the best Corporate Counsel Nexus had ever had, and at forty-five, he was just the right age – he’d be forty-eight by the

  time Arthur had shepherded him into the job and retired. Charley would have fourteen good years ahead of him before it was his turn to pick his own successor.




  Of course, Arthur hated the thought of anyone taking over the helm, as he jovially put it, but everyone knew that he’d been pressed by the Board to make his final decision before

  the end of the year. Undoubtedly the Paui trip was going to be decisive, unless Arthur decided to bring in someone from outside. But Charley had told her this only happened when a company

  wasn’t doing well – which wasn’t the case. The Board wanted someone who’d been with Nexus a long time and who had worked with the top-level staff in the various

  Nexus-affiliated companies around the world.




  Maybe she should reconsider her clothes for the convention next week, Patty thought. Maybe a little spending at this stage was really an investment. Because the next president would undoubtedly

  be decided on this trip. Arthur was playing his cards close to his chest, but his successor had to be one of the guys on the Paui trip. The group was far smaller than usual this year. Why?

  So that Arthur could make a final selection, that was why. And the reason he was taking so long about it was because he wasn’t only handing over his job, he was also choosing the person who

  would be responsible for his family fortune, that large slice of Nexus Mining International Inc. which was still owned by the Grahams.




  Patty checked her watch. Time to slow down.




  Perhaps she’d better not have coffee at breakfast today, not with her nervous stomach. She didn’t want to feel ill at the party. She’d scrap her afternoon reading session with

  Stephen and meditate instead. Immediately she felt guilty, but pushed the thought aside, because tonight it was important that she behave like the perfect president’s wife. And by God,

  when her time came she’d do a better job than that snotty, standoffish Silvana. Just because she’d been brought up in a palazzo, that woman could hardly bring herself to talk to

  ordinary mortals! Sure, she managed a word or two, and a gracious smile from the receiving line, but Silvana didn’t really care about Nexus. Patty intended to make it clear that she

  was concerned about the company. She wasn’t going to interfere, of course – but she’d certainly be one hundred per cent supportive. Charley needed someone to talk to when

  he came home, someone who was rooting for him, who understood the stresses of his job, but was also interested in the job itself, someone who would help him carry that huge responsibility, but

  nevertheless keep it in perspective. Because Charley must never forget that his first responsibility was towards their son. They shared that responsibility (Doctor Beck had warned her never to call

  it guilt).




  Patty checked her heart rate, which was a bit higher than usual. She’d continue slow.




  Well, her gown might not be anything to write home about, but her figure was better than Silvana’s. Served her right for eating all that pasta! Probably the reason why Silvana was faithful

  to that lecherous Arthur was because she didn’t dare let a lover see her naked. Even at her own pool parties, Silvana was never seen in a swimsuit. She had an endless wardrobe of shapeless

  silk muu-muus from Hawaii. By God, Patty thought, if I had a cook . . . when I have a cook . . . She’d take advantage of it. Having a cook was the one sure, long-term way to get it off

  and keep it off. All the First Ladies lost weight as soon as they stepped into the White House. Apparently the current chef still had Jacqueline Kennedy’s menus. Orange juice, poached

  egg, bacon and black coffee for her breakfast, total 240 calories; for lunch a cup of consommé, a miniature bowl of salad with French dressing and a grilled hamburger (without the bun),

  total 250 calories; a cup of tea with a slice of lemon at 5 o’clock left Jackie 500 calories in hand for the evening. She could manage a good meal and a glass of red wine on 500 calories. For

  instance, artichokes Provençale, leg of lamb marinated with coriander, cucumber salad and peaches in wine. Of course, Jackie only ate a teaspoon of any sauce, but look at all the

  years she’d kept to that diet and how it paid off. Oh, it was easy enough to be disciplined, if you had somebody else to measure the food out and put it on a plate, in front of you.




  Patty jogged past the elegant Corinthian columns of the next house. It was only half-past six, but already two of Annie’s huge, jock sons were throwing a football around the front lawn.

  Patty just wouldn’t bother having windows in a house with four of those hulks inside it. Annie never disciplined them, so they all followed that noisy, extrovert Duke’s example. In the

  eight years she’d known Annie, Patty had watched them treat her as a short-order cook and errand runner – but that was just as much Annie’s fault as theirs. She behaved like a

  doormat, so it wasn’t surprising that they walked all over her. No self-image, that was Annie’s problem. She was perennially apologetic, a professional worrier, DID I

  TURN THE LIGHTS OFF? would be carved on Annie’s tombstone. Although Patty had to admit that being ‘just a housewife’, as Annie always described herself, was probably a

  full-time survival job in that family.




  Patty reached her half-way point and turned back towards home. As she ran now with a medium pace, she passed other joggers, and few of them could resist throwing a sideways look at Patty. She

  was as near perfect a human specimen as you were likely to find. Her tall, lean, athletic figure had a natural grace that most plodding joggers lack, her profile had the nervous tension of a

  greyhound waiting for the trap gates to open, her white-blonde straight hair was cut like a boy’s, and her blonde eyebrows were a straight line above a narrow, elegant nose. The short upper

  lip and wide mouth might have been sculpted by Michelangelo.




  Patty was a California baby and had grown up in Tiburon, the little peninsula with a fine view of Alcatraz, that jutted out into San Francisco Bay. She had started jogging when she was at

  Stanford, where she used to race around those yucky pink-brown, Spanish school buildings every morning before school, when everyone else was still yawning or asleep. You had to be bright, not just

  rich, to get into Stanford. Patty had been a good student because she had a photographic memory, but she had been impatient and lacked concentration, so she was easily attracted by fast solutions;

  she’d been a natural for TM and est. Charley had refused to do est, and before Nexus functions he made Patty promise to keep quiet about her how-to-get-anything-done-in-ten-minutes

  philosophies. Apart from that enthusiasm, Charley adored Patty and could find no fault with her.




  It was ironic that Patty, the perfect specimen, the bronzed health nut, should have given birth to a baby with spina bifida, for which there was no cure, and for which endless patience was

  required. There was nothing wrong with Stephen’s brain – in fact he had turned out to be an unusually bright child, which made his physical state all the more frustrating for him.

  Because of congenital malformation of his spinal cord, Stephen had been born with deformed limbs and would always be helpless and incontinent. Beck had told them that there was no reason why

  Stephen should not grow to manhood and lead a useful life, but he would never be normal.




  Charley had been wonderful. They had clung to each other in that small, cheery, primrose hospital room and Charley had told Patty that there was no reason for either of them to feel that it was

  their fault. It wasn’t such a phenomenon, the incidence was 1.5 per cent of births.




  Clutching her baby, Patty refused to consider putting him in a home, even before Charley had been able to explain the advantages. Stephen was their child. His beautiful face looked up at

  Patty with soft, blue-eyed trust. The only home that Stephen would know, Patty had instantly decided, would be his parents’. They had formed him and brought him into the world as he was. To

  care for him themselves was the least they could do to make up for the terrible accident of his birth.




  In the eight years since Stephen’s birth, Patty’s care had been constant and the medical bills had been endless. Because of the enormous expenses, it had been hard to start the trust

  fund, which had been set up to look after Stephen; he would need round-the-clock care for the rest of his life. It was unlikely, but possible, that Stephen might outlive Patty and Charley. Of

  course, both parents carried heavy life insurance, but they had set up the trust in case their son should need a large sum of money while they were still alive. And there were tax benefits.




  The birth of Stephen delivered a blow to Patty’s self-confidence from which she was still reeling. She felt that, in some unknown way which she didn’t understand, she must have done

  something terrible to deserve such a punishment. She must be guilty of something, although she didn’t know what. So she punished herself, without realizing it.




  Puffing slightly, Patty rounded the final corner, from where she could see Judy, the housekeeper, turning her car into their drive just as the night nurse was leaving. A few minutes later Patty

  could see her home, a Tudor-style farmhouse with diamond-paned windows and that huge over-scaled front door. She would just have time for a quick shower before it was time for Stephen’s

  breakfast.




  She slowed to a walk over the gravel drive, then pulled her navy sweatband from her hair and checked her pulse. She had pushed it further today. Patty had no patience with women who let

  themselves get out of shape, then had hysterics and rushed to health farms when they hit thirty. She intended to keep herself in good condition.




  Patty didn’t need a new dress tonight to hide her body – although she had to admit that Suzy had a pretty good body, and Suzy never did one minute’s exercise, the

  bitch. Suzy would have a new dress tonight, Suzy always had a new dress. She had nothing to spend her money and time on except herself. Personally, Patty couldn’t stand wasting an

  entire day at the hairdresser, the manicurist, the masseur, the suntan parlour and so on – but then, Suzy made a career of maintaining her appearance.




  Patty stopped abruptly, struck by a sudden nasty thought. No, Charley would never look at another woman. But maybe she would have just one cup of coffee for breakfast. Without cream or

  sugar, of course . . .




  







  Chapter 2




  Friday, 26 October 1984




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Douglas, but Mrs Douglas is in conference.’ The secretary’s voice sounded tinny over the telephone.




  ‘Could you perhaps tiptoe into her office and ask whether I’m really needed at this party tonight? Something’s cropped up at my office.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I can’t interrupt this meeting. But it’s Mr Graham’s birthday party tonight, Mr Douglas. I don’t think . . .’




  Roddy sighed. ‘Okay, okay, I’ll dust off my dancing shoes. But maybe you should remind Mrs Douglas that although she only has to walk three blocks, she’s going to be late for

  the party if she doesn’t get moving soon. She’s usually home by now.’




  ‘Mrs Douglas is never late, Mr Douglas.’




  The secretary was right. Isabel kept her watch ten minutes fast. Roddy put down the red telephone and looked from the penthouse window at the spectacular view of the river and the russet,

  tree-covered hills beyond. He glanced again at his watch. It was a steel Rolex Oyster, waterproof and automatic, with a steel expansion bracelet. It had been an eighteenth birthday present from his

  parents, in 1965, and although Isabel had offered to buy him an expensive gold watch, he refused to let her replace it.




  Roddy poured himself a drink and headed for his bathroom. He was in the shower before realizing that his shampoo bottle was almost empty, so, dripping wet, he padded to the storeroom for a

  replacement.




  Isabel had fixed adjustable shelves in one of the spare bedrooms to hold all household supplies, from lipstick to Drano. She ordered by the dozen, and checked her lists four times a year. The

  shelves also held a dozen spare white shirts, underwear and socks for Roddy, together with Isabel’s travel bag, which was always repacked as soon as she returned from a trip. Isabel never

  took suitcases on business trips, because retrieving them wasted time at airports and the airlines often lost them, so she travelled only with hand luggage – a business briefcase and a light

  seven-section zippered bag which held seven changes of underwear, seven blouses, three no-crush silk jersey dresses, a white jumpsuit for visiting mines, nightwear, a bathing suit, a pair of

  trousers to match her travel jacket, shoes, toiletries, small make-up bag (Isabel used only one lipstick) and a spare pair of prescription glasses. Her travel suits hung in the storeroom, ready to

  go. Isabel travelled in a soft wool suit of either black or scarlet, a black raincoat and a pair of sturdy black walking shoes. She could be out of the house and heading for the airport within ten

  minutes of a telephone call.




  After showering and dressing, Roddy poured himself another drink and picked up Publishers Weekly. He lay with his feet up on the sofa, flipping through the news about books.




  He never heard his wife enter. Isabel stood in the doorway, thinking that Roddy really looked wonderful in a tuxedo, the Nexus bunch would look like penguins beside him. He might easily be some

  Italian film star – tall and lithe, with dark curly hair and friendly brown eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. He was in good shape, too. He’d won the Eastern Division squash championship

  in his age group last year. Isabel knew she was lucky that he was so protective and proud of her. A lot of men would feel threatened or resent the sort of success that she’d had. She had

  fought a hard and bitter battle for her job as VP Corporate Development of Nexus – that’s what it was called, but what she really did was look around for acquisitions, spin-offs, and

  general expansion grabs. She’d come into Nexus on the marketing side, right after graduating from the Harvard Business School, and after three years she’d moved over to Administrative

  Finance, then she became assistant to the VP Corporate Development, who not long afterwards was poached by RTZ. She didn’t kid herself that one of the reasons for her promotion had been

  because Nexus wanted a token woman on the Board, although this was always denied.




  Within a month of her joining the company, Roddy realized that Isabel was determined to be president of Nexus. He’d never laughed at her, although he teased her gently about her lists, her

  note-taking and the pile of reports that was always stacked on her side of the bed. Isabel knew that she was lucky not to encounter resentment, because Roddy also loved his job, as district

  manager of a national bookstore chain.




  Isabel walked towards Roddy on the sofa and said proudly, ‘We got a great deal today on the Columbus project. Now I can tell you all about it.’ Her dark blue eyes glowed with

  triumph. She was small, with tiny bones and a mass of thick dark hair that was cut short. Four times a year her hairdresser came to the apartment to cut it.




  Roddy looked up and blew her a theatrical kiss. ‘That’s terrific. No wonder you’re seven minutes late. I almost called the hospital.’




  As she showered and dressed, Isabel told him about the Columbus deal, then she asked Roddy what sort of a day he’d had.




  ‘Checking our autumn order list. Listen to this.’ Roddy leaned against the bedroom door and read aloud from the trade magazine. ‘ “From a man so rich that he never gets a

  full accounting, to a vicious vixen who vows to take a man’s head.” Guess the title.’




  ‘Something new by Harold Robbins?’




  ‘No, it’s the Bible, entering a new era of hype. But then it’s still an expanding market, it did over a 110 million dollars last year.’




  Isabel laughed as she pulled on her cream-silk jersey dress. It had only one sleeve, leaving the other shoulder bare. She’d chosen cream rather than white because, unless it was cotton and

  could be washed, white was always a dry-cleaning headache.




  ‘Roddy, would you mind fetching me some Perrier while I do my face?’




  Roddy was walking towards the kitchen when the telephone rang. Isabel automatically answered the bedroom extension.




  ‘Lenora who? . . . Talk of the Trade? . . . How do I feel about what? . . . Oh, delighted, of course . . . Yes, of course I’m delighted . . . I’ll get

  him.’




  But Roddy had already picked up the phone in the kitchen. Isabel listened in and her quick mind immediately realized why Roddy hadn’t yet told her that he’d been promoted; because it

  would mean relocating to Minneapolis, that was why.




  Roddy appeared in the doorway. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t want to tell you until we had a quiet moment. I can’t think how the hell Lenora found out so fast.’




  ‘Honey, I’m thrilled. Of course, I’m sorry you didn’t discuss it with me before accepting, but we’ll both be in adjacent time zones.’




  Roddy had been prepared for this, but he hadn’t expected her to attack within thirty seconds. He said lightly, ‘We’ll be in the same town, Isabel. It’s my turn

  now.’




  ‘I can’t possibly leave Pittsburgh and you know it! If you want to live in Minneapolis, then you can live in a hotel apartment and come back home on weekends.’




  ‘I have never met anyone so selfish.’




  ‘Don’t shout at me. What’s selfish about not wanting to give up my career?’ But Isabel knew what was coming next.




  ‘Cinderella, you’re thirty-seven years old and time is running out. I want kids before I have to wear bifocals to see them close up.’




  ‘When I agreed to stop work at thirty, we didn’t know that I was going to do so well.’




  ‘I’m not doing too badly myself.’




  They glared at each other.




  Finally Isabel said, ‘Maybe just one. Maybe I could manage to take just a couple of months off.’




  ‘We’ve been through that before. I want at least two kids and I want them to have a proper mother, not a boardroom organizer. I’ve seen other women try to juggle kids, a job

  and a husband and it can’t be done. You can only do two things properly. Most women—’




  ‘Most women don’t realize that they have choices in life, until it’s too late and the opportunities are gone.’




  ‘When we got married—’




  ‘When we got married, the empty nest syndrome didn’t exist. I don’t want to give up an exciting job with great prospects to raise a couple of kids who’ll leave home at

  sixteen without a backward glance.’




  ‘Plenty of other women rejoin the work force late.’




  ‘Not aged fifty, and not at my level. You’re asking me to give up my life.’ Isabel glared at him and then burst out with what she’d never said before.

  ‘Roddy, I don’t want to have kids. Once I thought I did, but now I don’t.’




  ‘Well, I do. And you agreed and I can’t have them for you.’




  Isabel knew that they were going to be late for the party.




  Carey had been kept at the office because the plans for the alterations to the Silverman lake house were needed for the following morning. Finishing a job properly, not losing

  interest, not even in the tiresome little details, was the hardest part of her job, but Carey knew it was the mark of a professional. Now she was belting her Volkswagen GTI far too fast towards

  Upper St Clair. She couldn’t help being late, but she really was sorry, because Ed had particularly asked her to be on time for gruesome Arthur’s party tonight.




  Carey was an assistant architect in a small partnership that specialized in modern homes which blended the building with the landscape. Everyone in the office dreamed of one day building a house

  for themselves like Fallingwater, the Frank Lloyd Wright place at Laurel Highlands; the sandstone house was poised over the tumbling falls, surrounded by laurels, rhododendrons and wildflowers,

  with the forest beyond it. It must be great to be lulled to sleep by the splash of . . . Oops! She had taken that bend a bit close. She’d better slow down. Ed wouldn’t want to take a

  corpse to Arthur’s party.




  Normally, Ed didn’t care if his wife was a little late, he was easygoing and so was she. She wasn’t the Superwoman type and didn’t want to be. She was just a woman doing a job

  and trying to hang on to her identity, as well as raise a family – she didn’t want to be a female man like Isabel. But this morning, Ed had asked her to be on time, and made a point of

  telling her how important she was to his image at the moment. He seemed to have entirely lost his sense of humour since the question of replacing Arthur had arisen. Carey supposed that they’d

  have to wait for the appointment of a new president before Ed could get it up again. Ed attributed the problem to the fact that he felt threatened by what he called Carey’s quest for

  identity. (Sometimes Carey would like to pick Ed’s shrink up by the neck and rattle him.)




  But Ed’s real threat was Charley, Nexus’s Corporate Counsel. Ed wasn’t used to being frustrated. This executive cat-and-mouse game had been going on for months, and the more

  tense Ed became, the limper grew their love life. Carey was grateful to whoever had invented the missionary position, because Ed couldn’t seem to manage anything else at the moment, and only

  that once or twice a month. What was playing havoc with their sex life was Ed’s undischarged anxiety.




  She wished Ed would talk to her about his worries, instead of pretending that everything was fine and normal, but Ed saw himself as the strong, silent type. Why couldn’t men admit their

  vulnerability? Carey would like, just for once, to be told what was going on inside Ed’s head, instead of guessing.




  She swerved to avoid a squirrel, glanced in her mirror to check that it hadn’t been harmed and then grinned at her reflection. She was a big tawny blonde, who was often told that she

  looked like Princess Diana, although in fact she took after her grandmother who lived in Stockholm.




  Because she was a big woman, few people realized that Carey found it difficult to stand up for herself. She couldn’t seem to hit the right balance. She could argue without hesitation over

  some architectural point that she felt was important, but she was a gutless wimp when it came to dealing with trades people and hairdressers or complaining to the plumber that his bill was twice

  what he’d said it would be. So Carey was hustled into shoes that were too small for her (‘You have such big feet, madam’), dresses that didn’t suit her

  (‘Horizontal stripes will make you look smaller, madam’) and clothes that cost more than she’d intended to spend (‘Well, if you want something cheap . .

  .’).




  Carey’s fear of disapproval wasted hours of agonized thought, as well as a lot of money, and she would go to extraordinary lengths to avoid the curled lip, raised eyebrow, scornful gaze or

  pained hauteur of someone who was waiting to be tipped, some stranger who could – at a glance – make her feel contemptible. How did they manage it? Did they go to night school? Could

  you major in pained expression? Was it possible to get a degree in disdain? Carey knew that she should have gone to the hairdresser before tonight’s big party, but she’d ducked it

  rather than go through the tipping ordeal. Now, of course, she regretted it, because all the other women would have spent hours preparing to look their best.




  She sighed as she swung the car off the road and up the avenue of tall auburn trees, but she cheered up a few minutes later when her house came into view. She always loved this first view of the

  eighty-year-old white clapboard farmhouse, as well as everything else about it. She loved the high ceilings and she was gradually collecting Shaker furniture for the entire house. Their water was

  piped in from a spring up the hill. They owned all the land which surrounded the house so nobody overlooked them, and the house felt peacefully rural. But if Ed said, ‘Let’s see

  who’s playing at the Stanley this evening,’ it took them only half an hour to get there so they hardly ever missed a jazz performance.




  Ed was standing on the porch, looking like Carey’s mother used to, when she had gotten home after midnight.




  Carey said, ‘Look, I’m sorry, it won’t take me ten minutes to get ready.’ She flung her left arm around Ed and kissed his unyielding cheek. It was like kissing a

  cigar-store Indian.




  She hurried through the square hall and started up the stairs. Ingrid and Greta were hanging over the top banister, looking like reproachful, bespectacled, russet-haired mice: they both looked

  like Ed’s sister. Together the little girls said, ‘You’re late. Daddy’s mad.’




  Sometimes Carey could see why Ed’s first wife had left him, although she couldn’t say so, because Carey had also been married before. College madness. After six months, he’d

  turned into a flower child and left her to go to India and study yoga. It was pretty humiliating, but nevertheless a great relief. One moment she’d been married to a football quarterback, the

  envy of all, and the next thing, he was wearing saffron robes and chanting ohm at five in the morning. The entire dorm had complained.




  Carey grinned as she climbed the stairs. ‘Hi, kids. How’s the house going?’




  Last weekend she’d shown her daughters how to build their dreamhouse, with a red Tinker Toy set of miniature scaffolding.




  ‘Boooring.’




  ‘It takes soooo looong.’




  ‘We gave a doll’s tea party instead.’




  ‘You’ve been playing with Mummy’s make-up again.’ Now she was close enough to see the luridly applied and not-quite-scrubbed-off signs.




  ‘No, no, it was our paintbox . . . well, almost all of it. We were playing Avon ladies.’




  She’d brought them every masculine and intellectual toy, from a tool set to Rubik’s cube, but they were a living reproach to the Women’s Movement. Sometimes Carey thought

  she’d done all that campaigning for nothing, at college, way back, when her heroine was Gloria Steinem.




  Carey would have liked to have had a boy as well, but she didn’t want to risk another duplicate of Ed’s sister and, to be serious, she didn’t think she’d be able to

  manage three kids and hang on to her job without going out of her mind. She’d had a surprise to find that two kids were twice as much work as one, and she’d had post-natal depression

  after both children, which had magically cleared up as soon as Greta had turned five and Carey had returned to work. (She’d decided to go back to work on the day she found herself cutting all

  the food on her own plate into itsy bitsy, child-size pieces.) Carey loved working with real grown-up people who knew words of more than two syllables, but maybe her daughters wouldn’t be

  playing at Avon ladies if Carey were there to see that they didn’t grow up frightened of a screwdriver.




  Carey felt a flicker of guilt as she scrambled in and out of the shower. These days you felt guilty if you stayed at home, and guilty if you left it.




  Ed appeared in the bedroom doorway; he was still wearing his pained expression. ‘How much longer are you going to take?’




  ‘Almost ready, if you’d just do up the zipper.’




  He hadn’t noticed that she’d bought a new Bill Blass for the occasion. Severely simple, in black piqué with huge sleeves, it was cut low and flat at the front and even lower

  behind; Carey thought that she looked like a Spanish infanta in it. She quickly fastened her pearl choker, while Ed tugged crossly at her back.




  The zipper broke.




  ‘Ed, why did you tug so goddamn hard?’




  ‘Don’t swear at me. If you’d gotten home earlier, you wouldn’t have been rushed.’




  ‘Look, why do I have to go to this party? You know I hate white wine and babble. None of the men listen if I talk sense, all the wives think I’m a homespun crank and

  you’re speaking to me as if you had a wooden upper lip. I don’t expect you to come to my office parties.’




  ‘I merely expect your support,’ Ed said through stiff lips. ‘Is that too much to ask?’ He turned away from her and shoved his hands in his pockets.




  ‘Did anyone ever tell you you look gorgeous when you’re mad?’ Carey teased as she wriggled out of her dress, then sat on the bed and worked at the zipper with her eyebrow

  tweezers. Ed was really good-looking – nearly six feet tall and well-built, with red hair like the kids, pale skin, grey eyes and a cleft chin. It wasn’t like him to pick a fight. He

  was on edge about this damn promotion. He’d never minded about her job before – he was abroad so much as VP Exploration that he was glad she had independent interests.




  Carey suddenly hoped that Ed wasn’t getting as grouchy as this at the office. He was a quietly popular man, known to be a brilliant negotiator, and easy to work for. He got a lot of

  respect because he was so good at his job, and looking after his people. Ed’s background was geology and he had the instinct of a truffle hound for nosing out what Nexus was looking for. It

  was uncanny; he’d brought off some of the company’s biggest coups and, except for the last few months, he was also a loving husband, and crazy about his daughters. Carey had read

  somewhere that the average American father spent an average of only twelve minutes a day with his children, whereas Ed was really involved with his family – when he was home. What more could

  she ask for?




  They’d been really happy, in a jogging-along, peaceful way, until Arthur announced his retirement, whereupon Ed had started to twang. Ed said that stress was a part of success, but Carey

  knew that too much of it could kill you; she wondered what the statistics were on executives who dropped dead from heart attacks and strokes. She found herself hoping that Ed didn’t

  get the damned job, because just the prospect of it seemed to be upsetting the whole family.




  Furthermore, Carey knew, without being told, that her job was at risk. There was a constant stream of Nexus vice presidents from all over the world, who expected to be entertained by the

  president and his wife when they visited Pittsburgh. That was why Ed had been behaving in such a furtive manner – although he hadn’t suggested that she might have to quit her job.

  Outwardly, of course, he’d approved of her going back to work after the girls were in school, she had a right to her own life, blah, blah . . . But nobody in the family took her job

  seriously, and sometimes she felt that Ed resented her lack of total attention to himself. He could be quite a subtle, closet tyrant. His other uncanny instinct was for knowing someone’s weak

  point and pressing on it, in seeming innocence. Why else should she defend her job, when Ed hadn’t suggested that she give it up?




  As she hurried down the stairs towards Ed waiting in the hall, Carey’s stomach rumbled loudly. She said, ‘Hang on. I didn’t have time for lunch today, I’ll get a few

  cookies and eat them in the car.’




  ‘They’ll spoil your appetite and you won’t eat your dinner. Silvana has probably gone to a lot of trouble. Just don’t drink before we eat. You know how you

  get.’




  ‘Okay, okay.’




  As the black Lincoln headed silently towards Sewickley, Ed said, ‘Guess I need a holiday.’ It was the nearest he’d get to saying ‘Sorry’.




  Carey patted his knee. ‘I hope it is going to be a holiday, not just a week-long executive conference around a pool on this tropical island.’




  ‘There’ll be a certain amount of discussion, of course.’




  Suddenly Carey saw that Ed was going to return to Pittsburgh even more tense than when he left. She sighed and said, ‘Ed, do you really want me along on this trip? I mean,

  isn’t it foolish to use up half my year’s vacation time to go to some coral island where I’ll be stuck with a bunch of Nexus wives, and you’ll be stuck with

  the men, all wearing Hawaiian shirts and sunglasses, but behaving as if they’re still in Pittsburgh’s Golden Triangle.’ She turned towards Ed and stroked his arm. She said softly,

  ‘What’s the point, Ed, when the Silverman lake house needs daily site visits? I have to coordinate the landscaping, we’re in the middle of planting and it must be done

  before the end of October. It’s fine for all the other wives, they don’t have jobs, but this is the most exciting project I’ve ever worked on.’




  ‘Most wives would think this holiday was fun.’ Ed shrugged her hand off his arm.




  ‘Fun? Watching Arthur indulge his macho fantasies? Watching him fight sharks like a Hemingway hero on some half-developed tropical Disney World for jaded businessmen that looks

  adventurous but is really no more dangerous than sailing a duck in a bathtub?’ Carey snorted and settled back in her seat.




  ‘Paradise Bay isn’t half-developed, it’s newly developed,’ Ed said. But she’d scored on the rest. Paui’s first luxury resort had been planned as a new

  experience for the super-rich seeking thrills; it offered adventure in a safe location. You could fish either from a dug-out canoe or the most up-to-date powerboat.




  Carey lit a cigarette and returned to the attack. ‘If Arthur wants to fish, why can’t we go to some place like Fiji or Kenya or Mauritius again?’




  ‘Stop being difficult, Carey. You know we hold the annual conference in a different trading area each year. This year it’s Australia, and Paui is just off the north-west coast. And

  Nexus people like to visit new places.’




  ‘You mean Arthur likes to visit new places. Thank heaven there’s no deep-sea fishing at the North Pole, or we’d all be dragged there for our summer holidays.’ She

  inhaled deeply, then added, ‘I’ve never heard of this place, Paui, as a resort. I’ve only heard about the copper mine and that revolution they had last year.’




  ‘It was only a riot, and only in Queenstown. Riots are no longer rare. They even have riots in England.’ Ed carefully kept his voice low and reasonable. Carey was

  chain-smoking again, and he didn’t want her in her assertive mood tonight; let her get it out of her system now, before the party.




  Softly he said, ‘I need you there, Carey, because I know that you’re president’s-wife material, even if you refuse to see it. You’re a good organizer and you get

  on well with everyone. I want Arthur to see that, and this trip will give him the opportunity. You’ve got so much more to contribute than Patty, that neurotic greyhound who’s married to

  Charley.’ He glanced towards her and said softly but firmly, ‘This trip is going to be important to our future, and this year that’s more important than your vacation

  time.’




  Carey sat in stony silence.




  ‘This is my chance to outshine Charley,’ Ed continued. ‘I know more about the people and the mining possibilities on Paui than anyone else in Nexus. This is one round that

  Charley’s going to lose.’




  ‘You don’t need a situational advantage to show that you’re better than Charley.’




  Reluctantly Ed said, ‘Okay, I’ll tell you the real reason, but I don’t have to tell you to keep it to yourself. Our mining concession in Paui runs out in June 1985 and the new

  government hasn’t been easy to negotiate with. They want to meet the Nexus top man, and they won’t be fobbed off with Harry Scott, because they know he’s only top man of Nexus,

  Australia. The President of Paui wants to meet Arthur. In person. But if Arthur flew to Paui to meet the President, then Nexus would lose face.’




  ‘So this is really a kind of unofficial state visit?’




  Ed nodded. ‘The first round of the new concession talks.’




  To his surprise, Carey started to laugh. ‘I can’t help thinking of those photographs you brought back from your first trip – all those naked natives with painted faces and

  feathered head-dresses . . . Does Arthur have to dress up to negotiate?’




  ‘No, they mostly wear Western clothes in Queenstown.’ But Ed started to laugh as well and patted Carey’s knee.




  So she decided not to tell him about what he’d said in his sleep.




  A howl of joy rose from the stadium, echoed by approving grunts from the darkened living room. Annie’s four sons, draped over sofas or sprawled on the floor, never took

  their eyes off the television as Annie handed round the supper trays of hot dogs and hamburgers, to a background staccato rattle . . . ‘With three down and four to go inside the Raiders ten

  the Steelers are running out of chances here.’




  Annie’s hair was tied up in a scarf, she was wearing her wrapper over her outfit, and because of the gloom, the boys hadn’t noticed her make-up. She’d spent two hours this

  afternoon lying flat on her back on a sort of operating table. Stan, Suzy’s visagiste (as he called himself) stared at her face in silence for about five minutes, then, leaning down

  close enough to make Annie feel uneasy, dabbed at the little pots of colour that he kept in a toolkit tray, mixed shades on the back of his hand and painted Annie’s face with delicate strokes

  from sixteen different brushes. Afterwards he’d said she could get up now, as if she were at the dentist. He’d looked faintly smug as he handed Annie the mirror, and when she looked

  into it, Annie understood why. Because she looked seventeen again.




  Suddenly Annie had also felt seventeen again; she felt all the anxieties, the uncertainties, the sudden absolute conviction that she’d done the wrong thing, the mortification and

  the blushes – it all rushed back to her, and she longed to scrub her face. Instead she had said, ‘Why, thank you, that’s amazing,’ and had written the cheque.




  ‘Wow, you look like an old Rita Hayworth movie,’ Suzy had said, as she handed Annie a pair of earrings, to each of which a fresh pink camellia had been wired.




  Annie said uncertainly, ‘It doesn’t feel like my face. I feel like somebody else.’




  ‘Ain’t that the whole point? Anyway, you look terrific! Let’s hook you into the outfit, I want to check the flowers against it.’




  Back in Annie’s room, Suzy had lifted poppy-splashed pink silk from the dress box and white tissue had fluttered to the floor. Dubiously Annie had said, ‘Are you sure that

  it’s okay to wear trousers, Suzy?’




  ‘Evening pyjamas, not trousers,’ Suzy said as she helped Annie into the outfit. ‘It’s a St Laurent, honey. You know you can’t go wrong if you buy a designer

  outfit.’ Suzy then stepped back and screwed her eyes up, as she examined Annie. ‘It needs something more . . . if you’re going to really knock ’em dead.’ She snapped

  her fingers. ‘No! I must be losing my touch; it needs something less. Take off those trousers, I mean pyjamas.’




  ‘Take the trousers off?’ Defensively, Annie clutched at the waistband.




  ‘Yeah, the outfit isn’t sexy enough. It’s snappy all right, but the high neck with those gypsy violinist sleeves . . . I mean, you’ve got to show something.’

  Suzy urged, ‘Go on, try it. That tunic top comes down way past your knees.’




  ‘But there’s a gap on both sides, from my armpits to the hem,’ Annie protested.




  ‘Yeah, but with those little pink silk straps they can’t open. You’ll be okay.’




  Reluctantly, Annie had removed the pyjama bottoms.




  ‘Now your tights and pants, because they show at the waistline.’ Suzy was inexorable.




  ‘Suzy, I can’t go to Arthur’s party naked.’




  ‘Aw, you’re showing less at the sides than the rest of them will be showing at the front, and you’ll be able to keep your sandals on better without tights.’ Suzy

  glanced down at the thin silver straps, that crisscrossed Annie’s ankles.




  ‘Suzy I can’t.’




  ‘Annie, stand up, forget you’re an old married lady and look in the mirror!’ Suzy had pushed Annie in front of her antique cheval glass.




  Annie looked at herself, blinked, looked again and slowly smiled. Then she looked dubious. ‘I don’t know what Duke will think.’




  ‘Don’t tell him – show him! You’ll take his breath away!’




  Now, serving food to the boys, Annie felt safe with her wrapper around her.




  The communal groan of the crowd at the Three Rivers Stadium was echoed in Annie’s living room as her sons groped like sleepwalkers for their hamburgers, without taking

  their eyes off the screen.




  ‘Are you guys okay now? Is there anything else I can get you?’




  Bill said mildly, ‘Mom, how can we hear what’s going on if you keep talking?’




  Dave inspected his hamburger. ‘Hey, you know I don’t like mustard.’




  The other two merely grunted, as if in a trance, so Annie scuttled upstairs to fix the camellias on her ears.




  Annie heard the front door bang, but not too loud. Sounded as if he’d had a good day, thank God for that. She’d left a pitcher of Martinis ready on top of the bar. She felt a sudden,

  unusual flash of resentment that her happiness this evening was going to depend upon whether anyone had irritated Duke at the office that afternoon, but she pushed this disloyal thought to the back

  of her mind. She’d wait until he’d probably poured his second Martini, then she’d walk downstairs, stand in the TV room doorway, smile and say, ‘I’m ready when you

  are.’




  So that’s what Annie did.




  Duke was watching the screen and didn’t hear her. Annie said it louder, sounding a bit squeaky, and Duke turned around. He stared incredulously.




  ‘My God, Annie, what have you done to your hair?’




  ‘I went to the beauty parlour. For the party.’




  ‘You can’t go to my boss’s home looking like you fell into a wind tunnel.’ Duke had to shout to be heard above the TV commentary. ‘Go and comb it out, and fix it

  like you always do, with the headband.’




  Annie hesitated, then moved towards Duke’s chair, so that she didn’t have to shout. Duke’s eyes slowly moved from Annie’s hem upwards. He leaped forward and turned the TV

  off, amid protesting yells.




  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Annie? Go and put some decent clothes on.’




  ‘But this is from St Laurent.’




  ‘I don’t care if it’s from St Peter. Take it off.’




  ‘Take it off! Take it off!’ Dave guffawed, but shut up when his father glared at him.




  The boys melted out of the room as Annie started to cry. She was ruining her eye make-up – and Stan had spent an hour of his life sticking those individual eyelashes on. Wordlessly, she

  ran out of the room.




  At the top of the stairs she noticed a pile of dirty, smelly football clothes. Why couldn’t they drop them down the laundry chute, it was only at the end of the hall? With her

  pretty silver sandals, Annie kicked the grubby heap.




  As she stooped to pick up the dirty shirts and socks, she heard fourteen-year-old Rob behind her. ‘I think you look great, Mom. It’s just that you don’t look like . .

  .’




  ‘A mom,’ Annie added bitterly.




  ‘Dad’s kind of old-fashioned, I guess.’




  Annie thought, Suzy wouldn’t have done it on purpose . . . Or would she?




  At seven o’clock that evening, Patty called her mother in Florida.




  ‘How’s the pacemaker, Mom?’ Patty always asked, although it had been two years since her mother’s operation.




  ‘Fine, fine.’ The voice was frail but full of vim; all the residents of Silver City sounded that way. ‘I was just getting into my new Western outfit; red with white fringe,

  Stetson and cowboy boots. You’d love it. I bet you never thought I’d be a cheerleader, Patty. Silver City’s playing the Sarasota Over-Sixties Club tomorrow.’




  Patty burst into tears.




  The frail voice turned grim. ‘What’s he done now?’




  Patty brushed the cornflakes out of her hair with one hand as she sobbed, ‘I’m at the end of my tether.’




  ‘I knew it! I dreamed last night that you were being sucked into a black hole. Dr Manheim says . . .’




  Patty yelled, ‘I don’t want to hear that Jungian mumbo-jumbo.’




  ‘That’s no way to speak to your mother. And it’s not Jungian, it’s Freudian. I do wish you’d try an analyst, dear.’




  ‘I do not need psychiatric help. Stephen is a practical problem.’




  ‘No need to be defensive, dear, this is your mother you’re speaking to. You may be taking responsibility to the level of obsession. It could become compulsive and lead to clinical

  depression.’




  ‘How dare you discuss me with Dr Manheim!’




  ‘I was afraid you were getting like your father’s Aunt Ella.’




  ‘Mom, she’s senile. I’m only thirty-three.’ Patty shook the milk from her green wool sleeve. ‘My problem is simply that my child is handicapped, so now and

  again it naturally depresses me, and I need a little verbal chicken soup.’




  The frail voice sounded weary. ‘Sympathy is easy to give, dear, but you know it isn’t constructive. Stephen is normal enough to lead you by the nose.’




  ‘How can you say these things about a child who’s going to spend his life in a wheelchair?’




  ‘Wherever he spends it, Stephen is not an idiot. Remember that high IQ under those golden curls. He knows exactly what he’s doing when he throws these tantrums. And the rest of the

  time he sits in that wheelchair watching television all day and using what strength he’s got to throw everything he can get his hands on. He takes his anger out on you because nobody else

  would put up with his kicking and screaming. Stephen knows exactly how to manipulate you, honey, and because you feel guilty, you let him get away with it. If he was with other handicapped

  children, he wouldn’t be able to indulge his self-pity and rage.’




  ‘Stephen doesn’t like being with other children. You know what happened when we tried group physiotherapy.’




  ‘Patty, you’re making him an emotional cripple too. He must learn to rely on himself where he can, otherwise he’ll always be a bad boy.’




  ‘No, he won’t.’




  ‘Yes, he will. He’ll grow up dependent, resentful and vindictive. I’m sorry to say this, but that child has no aim or purpose in his life. He’s merely sorry for himself,

  so he’s either spiteful or plays for sympathy.’




  Patty started sobbing again.




  ‘Do you want me to pay you a visit, Patty?’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Honey, I’m only saying this because I’m your mother. I don’t like to see you with no time for a life of your own. You hardly ever go out. You’re making a pointless

  sacrifice and you’re not being fair to yourself, or to Charley, or to Stephen.’




  ‘It’s what I choose to do.’




  ‘What would Stephen do if anything happened to you and Charley? I mean, nobody ever imagines that they’re going to have a car accident . . . I know you’ve got the

  insurance, dear, but I’m thinking about his emotional needs. He must learn to come to terms with himself.’




  ‘I am not putting Stephen in a home.’




  Her mother sighed wearily. ‘You always were stubborn. I mean fixated. That’s extra stubborn.’




  Patty heard the crash of china behind her, and said hastily, ‘Momma, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you tomorrow, same time, to hear how Silver City made out.’




  Patty could hear high-pitched screaming as she rushed back to Stephen’s room, which had once been their living room but was now decked out like a hospital playroom and contained

  Stephen’s special bed.




  Judy, the housekeeper, stood in a pool of water in the middle of the cheerful yellow linoleum. She was surrounded by bronze and white chrysanthemums.




  From the wheelchair Stephen yelled, ‘She hit me! Judy hit me!’




  Patty knew it wasn’t true, it never was. Judy was the one person who had been able to handle Stephen since he was born. She’d been born in the Hill district, in a black slum

  (these days it was called a depressed neighbourhood), so Judy understood what it was like to feel anger against the world. However, she wouldn’t allow Stephen to manipulate her. She was as

  firm with him when his parents were around as when they weren’t. She ignored all his cries of, ‘I’ll die, then you’ll be sorry.’




  ‘Don’t you worry, Mrs Silver.’ Judy wiped the blood from her forehead. ‘He’s in a bad mood tonight, that’s all.’




  Patty rushed for the first-aid box to background yells of ‘I didn’t ask to be born.’




  After treating Judy’s forehead, Patty telephoned for a cab to take her to the hospital. It wasn’t a bad cut, but Patty didn’t want to take chances. Next, she dialled the

  nursing bureau for a babysitter that evening, before the night nurse. The bureau had a list of nurses who knew Stephen, and who got double rates for daytime work, treble for evenings. Neither Patty

  nor the agency liked to send anyone along cold.




  From the moment Patty said goodbye to her mother on the telephone until the moment Charley’s Mercedes could be heard drawing up outside the front door, Stephen never stopped screaming.




  Wet-fringed, big blue eyes looked up as Charley entered and his son softly said, ‘Momma’s sad.’




  Charley looked at Patty, who had collapsed white-faced in an armchair; he noticed that her suit had dark stains.




  ‘It’s been that bad today?’ Charley put his suitcase down, sat on the arm of the chair and kissed the top of her head. Patty snuffled into his sleeve. Charley kissed her hair

  again and whispered, ‘Three little words.’




  Patty snuffled harder. ‘We’ll be late.’




  Charley shook his head, and his eyes said, ‘I love you.’ Stephen noticed and looked surly.




  Apologetically Patty said, ‘But we are going to be late. The nurse can’t get here for another hour.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter. We needn’t go at all, if you don’t feel up to it. I’ll put Stephen to bed. You fix yourself a drink, take it up to the bathroom and get into a

  warm tub.’




  Stephen said, ‘Daddy, Daddy, she hasn’t given me my supper.’




  No sooner was Patty in the tub than Judy returned with a bandage across her forehead. ‘I wouldn’t have gone to the hospital if Mrs Silver hadn’t insisted.’




  Charley looked at her and said, ‘Thank you.’ Both he and Judy knew that he was thanking her not only for tonight but for the past eight years.




  Judy said, ‘Maybe I’ll ask Ben again if we can move in here.’




  Charley went up to Patty’s bathroom. She was lying in the beige fibreglass Jacuzzi, and staring out at the leaded, diamond-paned windows. She hadn’t touched her glass of white

  wine.




  ‘Charley, I don’t think I should go on this trip. Judy can’t handle him by herself for two weeks.’




  Charley sat on the edge of the tub. ‘It’ll do you good to get away for two weeks. You can’t go on like this. It’s bad for him and it’s bad for

  you.’




  ‘That’s what Mom just told me.’




  ‘I don’t know why you talk to her about Stephen, you know it upsets you.’ He picked up Patty’s glass and sipped the wine. ‘You both have firmly opposing views, but

  you will discuss it. It’s like sticking your tongue against a sore tooth.’




  ‘She said I needed a shrink.’




  ‘She’s only recommending therapy because it helped her after your dad died. My point is that you should have some life of your own too, Patty.’ He put the glass down on

  the dressing table. ‘I’ve wondered if you’d like to go back to work? Maybe part-time? We could afford a daytime nurse for Stephen.’
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