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Friday 7 December


Timing is everything.


Marcus Valentine lived by those words. They were his mantra. He was always scrupulously punctual and, equally, punctilious in all that he did, starting with his attire. It was important to him to be appropriately dressed for every occasion, with each item of his clothing immaculately clean and pressed, whether the business suits he wore to work, his golfing kit, or the cardigan, polo shirts and chinos he favoured when at home.


With his greying hair groomed immaculately, straight but prominent nose and piercing grey eyes, his perfect upright posture making his corpulent figure look closer to six foot than he actually was, he had the demeanour at times of a bird of prey, studying everything and everyone a little too sharply. Legions of his patients adored him, although a few of the hospital staff found him a tad arrogant. But they put up with it because he was good – in truth, more than just good, brilliant. Regardless of his particular field of expertise, he was the consultant many medics in the hospital would go to as first port of call for advice on any issue with a patient that concerned them.


In his mid-forties, he was at the top of his game. He had to admit he lapped up the attention, but he’d worked hard to get there, sacrificing much of his social and family life for years. So now was the time to enjoy it.


Today, though, had started badly. He was late. So late. He had overslept. He knew it shouldn’t stress him out, but it did.


He glanced at his watch, then at the car clock, checking their times. Late. So late. All his timings for the day now out of sync.


His wife, Claire, had told him mockingly more than once that the words Timing is Everything would be carved on his gravestone. Marcus knew he was a little obsessive, but to him timing was a matter of life and death. It was crucial, in his profession, in the calculation of due dates of the babies of expectant mothers, and equally so during those critical moments of delivery. It mattered in pretty much every aspect of his life. Of everyone’s life.


Claire’s job, as an executive coach, was much more flexible, and she worked it around her schedule – something he could never do. He always wanted to be early for a train, a flight, even for his golf. He’d be at a concert for doors opening and at the cinema for the trailers, whereas Claire constantly drove him nuts by leaving everything to the very last minute. But then again, she’d arrived into this world three weeks overdue so maybe that had something to do with it.


And this morning, at 8.40 a.m., squinting against the low, bright sun and reaching out with his left hand for his Ray-Bans, speeding in the rush-hour traffic along Victoria Avenue on his daily commute to the Jersey General Hospital, timing was about to matter more than he could have imagined.


As he pulled on his glasses, he didn’t know it but the next sixty seconds were about to change his life forever.


Well, forty-seven seconds, actually, if he had checked.
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Friday 7 December


Timing wasn’t happening.


Georgie Maclean’s sports watch had frozen. The lights at the pedestrian crossing she took most mornings over the busy road to the seafront were red, against her, as they usually were. But for some moments she was fixated on her watch. She’d been running fast, on course for a personal best – and then the damned watch crashed.


No, don’t do this to me!


These lights were the slowest in the world. They took forever to change. They messed up her times for her run when she missed them, forcing her to wait, jogging on the spot to keep warm in the freezing early-morning air, with traffic streaming past too fast to risk a dash between the vehicles, almost all of them way exceeding the speed limit.


She stared at her fancy new running watch, silently pleading with it, the all-singing, all-dancing, top-of-the-range model that seemed to do everything but tell the time, and which wasn’t doing any of those other things either. Right now, it was a useless big shiny red-and-black bracelet on her wrist.


All she had wanted was something to replace her trusted old sports watch that had died, something that had a heart-rate function and GPS that would connect her to the app RunMaster. The salesman in the sports shop had assured her this one had more computing power in it than NASA when they put the first man on the moon. ‘Seriously, do I need that just for a running watch?’ she’d asked him. ‘Seriously, you do,’ he’d assured her solemnly.


Now she was seriously pissed off. As she finally got a green and ran out into the road, she noticed too late the black Porsche. The driver hadn’t seen the lights were now red, against the traffic. The driver with fancy sunglasses who wasn’t even looking at the road.


She froze. Flung her arms protectively around the tiny bump growing inside her.
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Friday 7 December


Marcus Valentine was irritated by what part of I have to go, I have an emergency operation Claire didn’t understand.


He’d been besotted with her the very first time he’d seen her. It was when he’d attended the management development training she’d delivered at the hospital, the year after he’d moved to this island to start his new life as a consultant gynae-oncologist. She was tall, willowy, beautiful and always smiling. Although blonde, she’d reminded him so much of the girl he’d been infatuated with as a teenager – Lynette.


He would always remember the first time he’d seen Lynette on that perfect midsummer Saturday afternoon. He was sixteen, lying in long grass behind a bush, out of sight of teachers, smoking illicitly with a bunch of schoolmates, all of them skiving off from cricket. Jason Donovan had been playing on a radio one of them had brought along. ‘Sealed With a Kiss’.


When an apparition had appeared across the field.


Impossibly long legs, flowing red hair, dark glasses, in a tantalizingly short white dress that clung to the contours of her body. She’d walked over, introduced herself, bummed a cigarette, then sat and flirted with them all, asking their names. Each had done their best to chat her up, before she’d left, striding away and blowing a kiss, then giving a coy wave of her hand.


At him, he was certain.


‘You’re in there, Marcus!’ one of his friends had said. ‘She liked you – dunno why she’d like a spotty fatso like you.’


‘She was probably blind – that’s why she wore those glasses!’ said another.


Ignoring the comments and jeers, Marcus stood up and hurried after her. She gave him an inviting sideways glance and stopped. And right there, in full sight of his now incredulous – and incredibly jealous – friends, had snogged him, long and hard.


They’d met three times over the next few days, very briefly, just a short conversation then a deep French kiss each time. Nothing else as she always had to rush off. Marcus was becoming crazy for her.


‘When can I see you again?’ he’d blurted on the third meeting, barely able to believe his luck.


‘Same time, same place, tomorrow?’ she’d replied. ‘Without your mates?’


Marcus had barely slept all night, thinking about her. At 3 p.m. the following afternoon, half an hour before she was due, having ducked out of a cross-country run, he’d positioned himself behind the bushes. She’d arrived on the dot and he signalled her over, standing up to meet her.


This time they’d kissed instantly, before they’d spoken a word. To his astonishment she’d slid her hand down inside the front of his shorts and gripped his penis.


Smiling into his eyes, and working her hand up and down, she’d said, ‘Wow, you’re big, do you think it would fit me?’


He was gasping, unable to speak, and seconds later he came.


‘Nice?’ she asked, still gripping him.


‘Oh my God!’


She looked into his eyes again. ‘Let’s do it properly. Next Saturday, same time?’


‘Next Saturday.’ He couldn’t wait to tell all his friends. But equally he didn’t want them spying on him. ‘Next Saturday, yes, definitely!’


‘Bring some rubbers.’


‘Rubbers?’


‘Protection.’


It had taken him most of the rest of the week, during which again he’d barely slept, to pluck up the courage to go along to the local town, which was little more than a large village, enter the chemist and ask for a packet of Durex. He’d been served, his face burning, by a girl only a few years older than himself, while he looked furtively around in case there were any teachers from his school in there.


To his dismay, it had pelted with rain through the Saturday morning. And he realized he didn’t know Lynette’s number – nor even her last name. Lynette was all he had. By 3 p.m. the rain had eased to a light summer drizzle. With the condoms safely in his blazer pocket, trembling with excitement, reeking of aftershave and his teeth freshly brushed, he walked out across the field towards the bushes. He held his parka folded under his arm to keep it dry. They could lie on it, he planned.


3.30 p.m. passed, then 4 p.m., then 4.30. His heart steadily sank. At 5 p.m. he traipsed, sodden and forlorn, back to his school house. Maybe she’d come tomorrow if the weather was better, he hoped, desperately, his heart all twisted up.


Sunday was a glorious sunny day. He again waited all afternoon, but she never appeared. Nor the following weekend.


It had been three agonizingly long weeks before Marcus saw Lynette again. Three weeks in which he’d fantasized over her constantly. Three weeks in which she was never out of his thoughts or his dreams, distracting him hopelessly from his studies. On the Saturday morning, after class, he’d changed into shorts and a T-shirt and mooched down into the town, hoping against hope that he might find her there shopping.


Then to his excitement he saw her! At last! Outside a biker’s cafe. She’d dismounted, right in front of him, from the rear of a motorcycle pillion. The guy she was with was a bearded, tattooed hulk, in brass-studded leathers.


Marcus stopped dead and stared as she removed her helmet and shook out the long strands of her hair, tossing her head like a wild, beautiful free spirit.


‘Hi, Lynette!’ he said.


She didn’t even look at him as she put her arm around her hulk and kissed him. Holding their helmets, they strode towards the cafe.


‘Lynette!’ he called out. ‘Hi, Lynette!’


As he hurried towards her, she shot him a disdainful, withering glance and strutted on.


The biker stopped and blocked him. ‘You got a problem, fatty?’ He held up a tattooed fist glinting with big rings. ‘Want a smack in the mouth?’


‘I – I just wanted to say hello to Lynette!’


She had stopped and stared at him, then turned away, dismissively.


Marcus had watched as, arm in arm, they’d entered the cafe.


But he had never really stopped thinking about her. Sure, she wasn’t part of his everyday thoughts, but at milestones – like both his wedding days – he had to admit to himself she did come into his mind. Wondering. Wondering what if it had been Lynette he was marrying? After he’d graduated from Guy’s Hospital medical school he’d taken a post at the Bristol Royal Infirmary where he’d met and married his first wife, Elaine. The marriage had been a disaster. Within months, as he was working round the clock to build his career, Elaine, to his dismay, had fallen pregnant. But she’d had a miscarriage. In the aftermath, with Elaine in emotional turmoil and him working even harder, the marriage had disintegrated into an acrimonious divorce.


It was while the proceedings were going on that he’d seen the post in Jersey advertised and had successfully applied for it.


Then, working at the General Hospital in Jersey, he’d met Claire, and all the memories of that blissful summer’s day with the Jason Donovan song playing had come flooding back.


Marrying Claire had made him feel whole. Those first two years in their beautiful hilltop home in St Brelade, with its striking sea view, they’d been so close. So very comfortable with each other that there had been moments – when he’d had perhaps a drink too many – when he’d been tempted to share with her a dark secret from his childhood that he’d harboured for years. But, always, he’d held back.


Then the twins had come along, and their relationship had inevitably changed. Even more so when their next baby had arrived. Unlike in his previous marriage, he had now been ready for children. They completed him as a family man, but he didn’t like the feeling of being relegated to fourth place in Claire’s affections, behind the children.


Claire kept her humour even though she was stuck in the house for much of the time with needy three-year-old twins, Rhys and Amelia, and an even needier nine-month-old baby boy, Cormac – the ‘Vomit Comet’. In hindsight, three children under five was hugely stressful and had taken a toll on their relationship. He could only hope it would improve as the kids got older. But despite his misgivings, to the outside world he was the proud, happy father.


He’d seen so many friends grow apart when their children came along, and, Christ, his own parents had hardly been a shining example. He’d come to realize over the years that, far from being the glue that held relationships together, children could easily become the catalyst for their disintegration. Yet, though parents blamed the children, he knew the truth, that it was the other way around. Just like the words of that poem about your parents fucking you up.


Would he and Claire break the mould?


Not if this morning was anything to go by. She’d been so distracted by the twins fighting, she’d given Cormac milk that was far too hot. On top of that she’d begun firing questions at Marcus, blocking him from leaving the front door. A human barrier, as tall as him, long fair hair a wild tangle around her face.


When are we putting up the Christmas tree?


Who’s coming?


What outside lights shall we put up?


When are you going to give me a list of what you want for Christmas? And shall we get the twins the same presents or different? We’ve got to get them soon or they’ll all be gone.


‘I’ve got to go – later, please, Claire. OK? Friday’s my morning in theatre – and I have an emergency ectopic – everyone will be gowned up and waiting, they know that I’m never late for knife to skin.’


‘Come on, you always have an emergency something. Later isn’t a time! Later is never! Is that what you tell your patients when they ask you when their baby is due? Later?’ She shook her head. ‘No, you say June 11th or July 16th. Or, knowing you, you probably say at 3.34 p.m. precisely.’


When he had finally left the house, he was eleven minutes behind schedule. Time he was never going to make up on an eighteen-minute journey.


The joy of kids! All those pregnant women he would be seeing in his consulting room this afternoon. Smearing on the gel and moving the ultrasound scanner around their expectant bellies. Showing them the shadowy silhouette of the little lives inside them, on the screen.


Watching their happy faces. Their own worlds about to change.


Do you know what’s ahead? Months of sleepless nights. And for some of you, the end of your life as you know it. All the sacrifices you’ll both make over the years to come? Will you produce geniuses who’ll change the world for the better or ungrateful little bastards who’ll turn you into an anxious mess? The gamble of life. A good kid . . . or a waste of space? Nature, nurture; good parents, crap parents. You need a licence to keep certain animals, but any irresponsible idiot can have kids.


He knew he should be more positive, change his mindset. But he couldn’t help it, that was how he felt. Increasingly. Day by day. Working all hours in the hospital. Frequently on call, working weekends. He’d kept in touch with a few of his old friends from his time at boarding school. One had gone on to become an insanely rich hedge-fund manager, and was now a tanned, relaxed hedonist with his super-rich hedge-fund manager wife and retinue of white-suited acolytes. They proudly called themselves the TWATs – only working Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. What a life!


Another old buddy seemed equally relaxed working as a sailing instructor. Marcus admired his choice to live modestly and still, at forty-five, to go on backpacking adventure holidays with his wife.


It seemed, some days, that he envied everyone else’s life.


Sure, he made a good living, and he loved the kudos he got for his role at the hospital, but at times he couldn’t help feeling he’d made the wrong life choices – including the wrong career. And possibly the wrong discipline within it. Sometimes he made people happy, but not this morning. His first operation was to remove the remaining fallopian tube of a thirty-nine-year-old woman who’d endured nine tough years of in vitro fertilization and whose final chance of a natural pregnancy was now gone. Her symptoms had been confirmed just over an hour and a half ago and he had little time to lose.


Cursing for being so late, he was now driving faster than the 40 mph speed limit along Victoria Avenue, his baseball cap pulled low over his forehead against the low, dazzlingly bright sunlight in his eyes. Over to his right, the tide in St Aubin’s Bay was a long way out. Full moon. His own tide felt just as far out.


Snapping himself out of this mood, he hit the speed-dial button on his phone to call his assistant, Eileen, to give her his ETA.


Then he looked up and saw the red light.


Bearing down on it at speed.


A young woman, with Titian-red hair, in running kit, had stopped right in front of him. Staring at him in horror.


Frozen in her tracks.


Hands clamped over her midriff.


Shit, shit, shit.


He stamped the brake pedal to the floor.


The wheels locked. The car slithered. Yawed left, then right, then left again, the tyres scrubbing and smoking.


Oh Jesus.


Heading straight towards her. No longer driving his car, just a helpless passenger.
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Friday 7 December


The Porsche stopped inches from Georgie. Like, inches. Another foot and it would have wiped her out.


She stood still, staring, momentarily rooted to the spot in shock. Through the windscreen the driver, in a baseball cap pulled low and sunglasses, also looked shocked. She shook her head and opened up her arms, mouthing an exasperated What?


He put his window down and leaned out a fraction. Then froze as he saw her properly.


Lynette.


Was this Lynette, after all these years?


No, it couldn’t be. Couldn’t. Could it?


‘It’s a red light,’ she said tartly. ‘Or are you colour blind?’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m—’


She shook her head and ran on.


Marcus sat staring after her, stunned. His mind flooded with emotions from the past.


She was exactly how he imagined Lynette might look now – some thirty years on. Handsomely beautiful, alluring, and in great shape.


God, how ironic if it really was Lynette and he’d run her over!


Could it be possible that it actually was her? A million-to-one coincidence?


Destiny?


He’d never made any attempt to find Lynette – he’d never even known her surname. And in any case, he was well aware it had only been a teenage obsession at best. But suddenly the sight of this woman had reminded him of that summer. That girl. Those fumbling, tantalizing moments when she had touched him, that he had replayed in his mind countless times. And still occasionally did when he was making love to Claire. All that Lynette had promised. And never delivered.


A horn blared behind him. A large white van.


The lights were now green.


He raised an apologetic hand and, as he drove on, shot the woman another quick glance.


Followed by a longer one.


Could it possibly be her?


He felt stirring in his groin. He was aroused.
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Friday 7 December


Georgie Maclean finally got the watch restarted, although to her annoyance it had frozen again and not recorded all the details of the past two miles of her daily morning run. And, incredibly, given her current condition, just when she was sure she had smashed her previous five-mile time.


Whatever.


She was still shaking. Shit. That idiot in the Porsche. She patted her midriff again, where tiny life was just beginning, a few millimetres in size but growing daily.


At forty-one, she was only too aware her biological clock was ticking away crazily fast now, like it was on speed. Which was why it felt so very good to be pregnant, after years of yearning for a baby. She’d left it late, and hadn’t even started trying until she was thirty-three, after she’d finally found Mr Right, the man she wanted to have a child with, back in London. Mike Chandler, a teacher at a tough comprehensive. She’d been working as a PE teacher back then. After years of no success, her gynaecologist discovered she had a tilted – retroverted – uterus but did not operate as he did not feel that should stop her falling pregnant. But still nothing had happened. Then Mike had been diagnosed as having a low sperm count. When that had been sorted, it was discovered she had hostile mucus.


She recalled going to see a sweet, elderly specialist up in Hampstead, who had helped a close friend with her fertility issues. As she’d lain in his reclining chair, feet up in stirrups, while he inspected her with a vaginal speculum, tut-tutting, she’d exclaimed in anger that she couldn’t see how the hell anyone ever got pregnant. And always remembered his words, in his strong Scottish burr: ‘What you have to understand, Mrs Chandler, there is an awful lot of copulation that goes on in the world.’


Several years of infertility treatment had followed. Her menstrual cycle logged into her laptop and phone. Making love according to a date stipulated by an ovulation kit and an app. Followed by expensive and painful attempts at IVF. It sure had been a romance-buster. Finally they’d separated, sadly and very painfully. Mike had quickly got together with a fellow teacher, who was now pregnant by him, and Georgie had gone back to her maiden name.


After a sudden bout of acid reflux, something that was occurring constantly at the moment, she ran down the side of the Old Station Cafe, crossed the cycle lane and turned left, following the curve of the bay towards St Helier. To her right, below on the beach, people were walking their dogs, some of which were bounding, free of their leads, across the vast expanse of wet sand left by the retreating sea. Further over, the rock outcrop to the east of the harbour, topped by Elizabeth Castle and separated from the mainland by a causeway, was now walkable with the far-receded tide.


To get away from the trauma of her marriage split, she’d come to Jersey for the summer at the invitation of an old girlfriend, Lucy, who she’d known since primary school. Lucy had moved to the island a while back with her sister, and Lucy herself was training to become a nutritionist. Georgie loved her passion for this and for going back to study. They’d both made a big leap to change career well into their thirties and were a huge support to each other. In fact, whenever they met up, which was often, they were normally in tears of laughter within minutes. ‘The Gigglers’, as they had been known back when they were five years old. That had stuck, and they loved and cherished it.


Soon after Georgie’s arrival on the island she’d had a short relationship with an estate agent, which hadn’t worked out. She hadn’t been ready to return to London and had really grown to love everything about Jersey – the calmer pace of life, the rugged landscapes and the beaches, and the feeling of safety that the island community offered. She’d decided she wanted to stay. She managed to get accepted as a Jersey resident and was making a life here, building a new career as a personal trainer. She called her company Fit For Purpose.


Although this island she now called home was small, just nine miles by five, it felt much larger. One of her clients, who had spent all her life in Jersey, had told her that it increased its land mass by one third when the tide was out. Not hard to believe, from the vast amount of beach she could see.


There were also hundreds of miles of lanes and roads, with stunning coastal views around almost every corner. Its only town, St Helier, which she was now heading towards, with its port, network of pedestrianized streets and vast array of shops and stores, felt substantial, almost a bonsai version of an English city.


The one oddity was St Helier’s principal landmark, an incinerator chimney, and she always wondered why, with its inhabitants so keen on preserving the island’s natural beauty, nothing had ever been done to somehow mask it. But it hadn’t spoiled her love of the place. And the one thing she loved more than anything was how safe she felt. The crime levels were so low that she felt completely secure running here, even at night, and she never bothered to lock her car.


As she ran on towards the Esplanade, where many of the banks were sited, passing a closed ice-cream kiosk, shading her eyes against the low winter sun, she didn’t notice the Porsche which had now made a U-turn and was cruising back past her. Slowly. But not so slow that it was obvious.
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Friday 7 December


Inside his car, Marcus was unsettled. And hard.


Lynette?


The slender woman on his left in the pink top, bright-blue shorts and compression socks, who he’d almost run over, was now heading in the opposite direction, grim determination on her face.


As he drove, he discreetly held up his phone and took a photograph of her. Then he did a quick mental calculation, wondering how Lynette would really look today – assuming she was still alive. Was she still beautiful like this running lady? Or was the Lynette of his dreams now fat, tattooed and living miserably with her bolshy biker husband? Her likeness was uncanny, although he knew that in reality it almost certainly wasn’t her.


And yet?


The clock in the round white dial above the dash said 8.42. It was running sixteen seconds fast against the dial of his wristwatch and the imprecision angered him. The watch that received, each night, a radio signal from the US atomic clock in Colorado. It was accurate, every day, to within nanoseconds.


He was really late now, but at this moment did not care. He turned round at the first opportunity, catching one more glimpse of her from the other side of the dual carriageway, then drove on. He wanted to see her again. With a small population of around 107,000 on this island, you were constantly bumping into people you knew, or at least recognized. For sure, he would see her again.


Finally, he pulled into an underground parking space at the rear of the tired old granite buildings of Jersey General Hospital and hurried from his car. Still thinking about the woman.


Running.


He’d taken up the sport at medical school and after losing a lot of weight had become a useful runner himself, often winning cross-country races at county standard. He’d always loved the buzz, the competitive high. How long had it been since he’d stopped running seriously because of a ligament injury and just done the odd jog here and there? Three years? God, no, four. He felt his stomach. I’m turning into a paunchy bastard. Just like I was once mocked for being a teenage fatty.


Got to get back on it on a regular basis. Get a training regime set out. And maybe see her again?


With three young kids and a demanding career, where would he find the time – or the energy? But he needed to. His lack of exercise was already taking a toll on his health. At his last check-up, his GP had prescribed him statins, telling him he was overweight, his blood pressure wasn’t great and that he was drinking too much – and he’d lied about his weekly alcohol units, which were double at least what he had told the quack. Oh, and he’d conveniently forgotten to tell him that he’d taken up smoking again. Not much, but enough for disapproval.


He knew he wasn’t a great example to his patients, if they were to find out, as he told all of them to cut down their drinking and quit smoking.


Maybe he could try a longer jog over the weekend, see if he could stretch it to a run? For his birthday, a few months back, Claire had bought him a sports watch, which he’d only used a handful of times. Was it a hint, he wondered, that his changed physique and his increasing belly were turning her off? Did he care?


And hey, he knew his looks and charm were still there, even with those few extra pounds on him; some of his patients clearly fancied him – and, he thought, at least two of the staff members at the hospital – well, three actually.


He strode towards the main entrance. Twenty-two minutes late. Normally this would have stressed him, but not now that a plan was forming in his mind.


Start running again properly. Yes.


And maybe he’d see the redhead sometime, out on the promenade.


Although he did not know it, he was going to see her again. Very much sooner than he thought.
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After Georgie and the estate agent had split, she had briefly considered leaving Jersey and returning to London, but two things had happened in rapid succession. The first was that her father, her only close relative in England, died suddenly from a heart attack, aged just sixty-five. It was a massive shock to her, but equally, she was sadly aware, he’d never done any exercise in his life and was extremely unfit.


She liked the island and, after the funeral and sorting out her father’s affairs, decided to stay. Spurred on by his death, she used her share of the small inheritance, along with her savings, to set herself up as a personal trainer, helping people – particularly those at risk from previously sedentary lifestyles – to get fit. Occasionally, she saw some of her clients at their homes, but mostly she used one of the island’s gyms. She was fond of chiding them with a saying she’d once heard: So many people sacrifice their health to gain wealth and later in life they spend their wealth trying to fix their health.


Within a few weeks one of her new clients introduced her to Roger Richardson, a debonair, divorced, former RAF test pilot, at a party. They hit it off and Roger, who now worked as a flying instructor, had invited her out for a drink.


Followed by dinner.


Followed, the next day, by a flight in a little single-engine Piper he part-owned with six others. They flew over the other Channel Islands, circled the Cherbourg Peninsula and the Plogoff nuclear power station, and landed in Dinard for lunch.


Followed, two weeks later, by the best weekend of her life. Followed by countless more.


Followed by a missed period.


Then, last Tuesday, a home pregnancy test from a kit she had bought in a chemist showed positive! Confirmed yesterday by her doctor who, to her surprise, only used a similar kit to the one she had purchased. He’d carried out some basic health tests on her and scheduled an appointment with a midwife at his medical centre for a week on Monday.


It was almost impossible to believe it, after all those years of treatment, but to her utter delight she’d finally become pregnant. It was even more miraculous as she’d had a brief cancer scare the year before. Even though it had turned out to be nothing to worry about, it had made her even more doubtful that she would ever have a baby.


Now Georgie was living with Roger in a small, cosy flat, with an ocean view, in St Aubin. Lucy, who was currently single after kissing too many frogs, lived only a few roads away, and she had made many other solid friends. Roger had asked her, two days ago, to marry him, and she’d accepted. It had been a long while since she’d felt so excited about the future.


Reaching the start of the harbour basin, she turned and began heading back home against a strong westerly headwind. She glanced at her watch, relieved it was back up, but annoyed that it would not be recording her PB due to crashing earlier.


8.57.


Just time to get home, shower, grab some breakfast and then head to the gym for her morning session with the first of her clients.


Fortuitously, one of her regular clients was Tom Vautier, the owner of the large Bel Royal Hotel in St Lawrence, which was closed for the winter from the end of September to the beginning of April. He’d kindly suggested she might like to make use of the gym, in exchange for helping to keep an eye on the hotel during those months. She wouldn’t have to do much because there was a caretaker there in the week, doing some cleaning and a bit of maintenance. But even empty, it was too much of an undertaking for just one person – and Tom was off-island quite a bit, going backwards and forwards to visit his elderly mother in Madeira, and also running his ski hotel in Méribel. Georgie could have the whole gym at her and her clients’ disposal for six months, free, no rent. It would save her a packet, and all she had to do was help the caretaker by making a quick check of all the rooms, for leaks or any other problems, every week.


So now she could offer her clients the extensive range of the gym’s equipment, and her business was growing. At times, though, especially late afternoon when it was dark, she found the silent hotel just a bit creepy, and the oddball caretaker added to her unease. The place reminded her of the Overlook Hotel in the Stephen King novel The Shining.


Roger had come to do the check-round with her a few times, and they’d laughed about it together while he’d teased her about her ‘overactive imagination’. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he’d said. And she had. Besides, Jersey was a really safe place. And she didn’t believe in ghosts, not in real life.


There was enough to worry about in real life anyway, without ghosts. As she ran, she patted her tummy again. ‘How are you doing, Bump?’ she asked.


Bump was a tad too small to respond. But she smiled, thinking of Bump moving with her.


From her PT training she was aware she could continue running right up to term, if she was careful. She’d also trawled the internet for any differing opinions and, of course, there were loads.


Fine. OK. She’d learn more when she saw the midwife.


And it was the weekend tomorrow. She’d been looking forward to a quiet time with Roger, catching up on a couple of box sets everyone was talking about, but they’d had a last-minute invite to a dinner party from a doctor Roger flew occasionally on business and had become friendly with. It was something Roger did, although it wasn’t strictly legal without a full air-operations certificate, to supplement his income and to help people out when the island was fogbound – as it sometimes was in the winter months – preventing commercial airliners getting in. With his experience, he could take off in most conditions. And his background, as a former RAF test pilot, gave his clients confidence.


Roger had harboured an ambition to become a commercial pilot, but at fifty-two the only employment he’d been able to secure, other than a position as first officer with a low-grade turboprop airline he did not rate, was as a flying instructor in Jersey. Still ambitious, he was now trying to build up a local clientele, particularly in the medical profession, many of whom made regular trips to Southampton, with a view to eventually starting his own air taxi business.


A few years before he and Georgie had got together, Roger had been through a heart-wrenching divorce after trying for years, just like she had, for a baby. Georgie adored him and, despite knowing just how good a pilot he was, she couldn’t help feeling nervous every time he left to fly his little plane, whether it was to take a student up for ‘touch and goes’, or to ferry people to mainland England or France.


Normally, Georgie enjoyed meeting new people, but now she was pregnant and couldn’t have alcohol any more, she wasn’t happy about the idea of spending an evening with a bunch of people, most of whom were strangers, stone-cold sober. But, hey, she thought, a tad gloomily, she was going to have to get used to not drinking for many months to come.


And there was at least one small positive – they’d save money on taxis, as she could drive them home. With Roger no doubt well-oiled as he wasn’t flying again for three days.
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Saturday 8 December


The twins raced around the kitchen table, amusing and annoying Claire Valentine in equal measures. Then they ran into the living-room area, perilously close to the Christmas tree that she and her husband had spent the previous evening decorating, in preparation for tonight.


‘Rhys! Amelia! Stop it! Mummy’s trying to do something. OK?’


‘Yaaaaaaa!’ shouted Rhys.


‘Yaaaaaaa!’ shouted Amelia, snatching several of the white place cards Claire had carefully laid out, and throwing them in the air as if this was a huge joke.


‘NO!’ Claire shouted, turning towards her husband in desperation.


Dressed in a tracksuit and trainers, Marcus was standing by the island unit, a partially eaten banana beside him. He was staring up at one of the antique clocks on the wall, a round, wooden, nineteenth-century Shoolbred of London, which was running two minutes slow.


Annoyed by its inaccuracy, he pulled up a chair, climbed onto it, opened the glass face and, checking against his watch, moved the minute hand.


‘Marcus, can you give me some help? We need to do the seating plan.’ She knelt and scooped up the cards from the floor, glancing at the names. ‘Tonight we have a vegan, a peanut allergy, someone lactose intolerant and another I’m pretty sure is a pescatarian, so I’ve got some salmon en croûte as backup. Whatever happened to the days when you could just have a dinner party and everyone ate everything?’


‘They all died!’


She grinned. Marcus looked around in disapproval at the floor of the large kitchen–living room littered with toys, along with Cormac’s play mat, playpen and the mobiles suspended above it. Cormac was feeding plastic food discs into the mouth of a roaring green dinosaur with a red flashing light on its head.


Marcus climbed back down. Then he saw to his alarm that Rhys was about to topple an antique wooden stand. ‘Rhys, no!’ he yelled, running over and just rescuing the situation in time. He went through into the dining room, joining Claire at the table, and looked down at the place tags.


‘Who do you want to sit next to?’ she asked.


He studied the names on the white rectangles. ‘Not Lizzy Lawrence – all she can ever talk about is how awful everything is – I feel like I want to go and hang myself after half an hour listening to her.’ He looked at the other names. ‘I like Matt and Aron – I honestly don’t mind. Oh, but please not that woman – the one I got stuck with at the Aldridges’ drinks party last week – she nailed me in a corner and spent an hour telling me the entire plot, chapter by chapter, of the dreary novel about a doctor she’s been writing for the past five years.’


He glanced over the rest of the names. ‘Did we really invite all these others?’


‘You were the one who said we should ask some of the people who’ve had us to dinner in the last year, to be polite. Stop being a sourpuss. You like the Pedleys, too.’


He nodded.


‘Why are you in such a grumpy mood?’


He shot a glance up at the wall. At the clocks. ‘Why can’t they keep proper time?’


‘For God’s sake!’


‘You just don’t understand, do you?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Actually, I don’t.’


He shook his head. ‘So who do you want to sit next to?’


‘Any of them!’ she said defiantly. ‘I’m actually looking forward to tonight, even if you’re not. Someone to have a conversation with – you don’t have any idea, do you, what it’s like being stuck home all day making baby talk? I’m looking forward to having a proper conversation, with adults.’


‘What do you mean? You’re on the phone to your clients every day. And you should be bloody grateful for the time you have at home with our kids. You know damned well that when I was a child my mother was a drunk and my father had sodded off. You’ll look back at this time with affection one day. Seeing the kids grow up much more closely than I do – and you’re still able to work as well. My mother—’


‘I know about your mother,’ she said, stopping him in his tracks. ‘I’ve heard it all before so many times and I’ve told you repeatedly: you can’t let that dictate your whole life.’ Changing the subject, she asked, ‘Have you sorted the wines?’


‘All done.’ He huffed, pointing at a row of flute glasses. ‘Champagne cocktails when they arrive – get everyone in a festive mood. I could do with one now.’


‘What’s Roger’s new lady called?’ she asked.


‘Dunno,’ he replied. ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. He emailed to say she doesn’t eat shellfish.’


‘Shit. We’re doing prawn cocktails as starters.’


‘There’s some mackerel pâté in the fridge, I bought it last week – she could have that, perhaps?’ he said. He shot a glance at the television, at a cookery programme, the sound muted. Then peered into a large carrier bag on the island unit. ‘What’s this?’


‘Party poppers! Must remember to put those out.’


He looked at her as if she was mental. ‘You’re not serious?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Poppers? We’re not having a children’s tea party, Claire.’


‘It’s Christmas, in case you’ve forgotten. I’ve got these and a cracker for everyone – really classy crackers. What’s your problem? You wear your Christmas hat in theatre.’


‘Sterile cap,’ he corrected her. ‘That’s different.’


‘So, you’re Father Christmas when you deliver babies, but turn into Scrooge when you come home?’


‘Ha bloody ha.’


‘I know why you don’t like the idea: it’s because you don’t like mess. But we have Debs coming Monday so anything we’ve not cleaned up she can do then. Chill, relax, enjoy. Anyway, I need your help – can you nip to Waitrose and get some French bread or Melba toast for the pâté? And there’s some other bits and pieces we need – those olives are out of date, we need some more, and some vegetable crisps.’


‘I was planning to go for a run – I’ll go straight after.’


‘A run? I thought you were taking the kids to Aqua Splash?’


‘I will,’ he said. ‘Later.’ He patted his belly. ‘I need to get rid of some of this.’


‘Are you sure it’s sensible to go running after your medical report? You’ve only been jogging a few times lately – and even then you had to power-walk most of it.’


‘What do you mean? He told me to start exercising more.’


Claire tossed hair from her face. ‘From the way his report read, he’s suggesting a gentle jog – not a run.’


‘Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry, I’m not quite ready for a Zimmer frame or a mobility scooter. I thought that was why you gave me the sports watch, to encourage me to start running more again.’


‘That was before your check-up.’


‘Meaning what?’


Claire looked at their daughter, who was about to snatch another place card. ‘Amelia, NO!!!’ Then she grinned at her husband. ‘Meaning that the man I love and the father of our children is not in great shape. Meaning that he is in the prime early heart-attack band. You need to be careful if you want to get back into running seriously. Build up to it. Maybe a brisk walk first would be more sensible.’


Ten minutes later, Marcus left the house and stopped at the bottom of their steep driveway to do some dynamic stretches. As he swung his leg, he was thinking about what presents to get his wife for Christmas. He had hardly any time to go around the shops, so he’d have to order stuff online. Claire had been wanting a tennis bracelet for some time and had hinted at one she’d seen in a jeweller’s window in town. But it was a ridiculous price. He also needed to get her a few other, smaller gifts, and a card, as well as some stocking fillers for the kids.


After power-walking down the road towards St Brelade’s Bay, Marcus stopped by the church to do some more warm-up exercises. The tide was even further out than yesterday. He began jogging down to the promenade and turned left. A bearded man in running shorts, at least his age if not older, loped past him at an easy gait, at probably twice his speed.


He upped his pace determinedly, but almost immediately was aware of a slight pain in his right calf muscle. The other man was way in front of him now and for a short while disappeared as he headed along the old railway track to St Aubin. Marcus managed a few hundred yards more before stopping and limping for some yards, getting his breath back.


Jesus, I’m unfit.


As he began a slow jog again, two men, running and talking, passed him. Then a woman running with a baby in a pushchair shot past.


Overtaken by a sodding pram. No way, José!


As he approached St Aubin, ignoring the twinge in his calf, he began to run fast again, and despite his body telling him to stop and walk, he forced himself to keep going. And keep going. No way was he going to let other runners see him flagging.


Especially not the gorgeous Lynette! The island was so small, and from where he’d seen her before, it was likely this was one of her routes.


His pace was slowing, but he kept on. Doggedly. Kept on. More runners raced past him, as well as intermittent cyclists. His heart was bursting. Keep going! He kept on until he had nothing left in the tank. Lame-spirited, he walked again. Glanced at his watch. His heart rate was over 180. His head was light. Giddy. He needed to sit down.


But that would be defeat.


He continued, past the turn-off to the harbour, around the yacht basin, with dozens of boats lying on their sides on the mud.


Finally, he stopped, panting, getting his breath back. He turned around and ran again for a short while before stopping and then walking, his heart rate now up in the 180s again.


Arriving back home at last, he entered the front door, removed his trainers and tucked his laces tidily in the shoes. He saw Claire, across the open-plan area, giving the twins their breakfast, Cormac in his high chair, food spilled on the floor around him. A cartoon was playing on the television on the wall.


‘How was it, darling?’ she asked.


He nodded, almost too tired to speak, and boiling hot. Holding the banister rail, he hauled himself up the stairs and into their bedroom. He flopped down on the bed, closed his eyes and lay there, gratefully, for several minutes. I really am out of shape, he thought.


When he had recovered enough, he limped through to his den and plugged his watch into his laptop to download his stats.


The RunMaster app, which he didn’t fully understand yet, appeared. It gave him his overall time and then a section-by-section time for parts of the area he had covered, together with a comparison to others in each section.


He was dismayed – although not surprised – to see he was at the bottom of each recorded segment for his age group and then for all age groups. Out of interest, he tapped on the number one for the St Aubin to St Helier section.


And stared as a photograph of the current record holder appeared. Thirteen minutes and twenty-five seconds faster than him.


It looked very much like the jogger he had nearly mown down yesterday.


And it gave her running name: Rocket Girl.


Plus the timings of her run.


He checked her other recorded runs. Many of them started and finished at the same point – and time.


Could it be her? Could it?


Was that start-and-finish point her home?


Almost certainly.
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Saturday 8 December


‘What do you think?’ Georgie said, walking into the living room in a slinky black dress, giving a twirl, then provocatively raising part of it above her right thigh.


‘I want to take it off.’


‘You don’t like it?’


‘I like it too much,’ Roger said with a grin. He was tall, fit and ruggedly good-looking, with short, salt and pepper hair, the kind of person who inspired confidence, who looked like he could take care of any situation. Tonight, he was dressed in a black jacket over a sharp white shirt, dark chinos and loafers.


‘Too much?’ she frowned.


‘You know what they say about dresses?’ he said, going to the drinks cabinet.


‘No, what?’


She watched enviously as he poured a large slug of whisky into a tumbler.


‘That the dress a man really likes to see his lady wearing is the one he’d like to take off the most.’


He carried the tumbler to the fridge and dropped several ice cubes into it.


Georgie grinned. ‘Really? Well, you are just going to have to wait. And perhaps stay sober enough to appreciate your bride-to-be later!’


‘I’m up for that!’ He took a step towards her and said jokily, ‘We could just have a quickie now!’


‘Hands off! I’m all made up. But I like your thinking!’ She smiled.


‘I think it was Henry Miller who said something like, a dirty mind is a perpetual feast!’


‘He must have been writing about you! You are full of quotes tonight – have you been boning up to impress all the posh guests we’re going to meet?’


He laughed. ‘Marcus and his wife are lovely – he’s a hugely respected medic, I’ve flown him many times and we’ve played golf together a couple of times. Enough about them, you look absolutely stunning. Though as I’ve said before, you’d look stunning in a bin liner!’


‘I don’t feel stunning, I’m a bag of nerves. I spoke to Lucy earlier and she said to get some champagne down me and it’ll be fine. I can’t wait to tell her about the baby. Champagne would be nice right now. Do you really think we’ll get on with the other guests?’


‘Darling, they wouldn’t have invited us if they didn’t think so – and at least you’ll have Kath there.’


‘Really? So why didn’t they invite us weeks ago, when they invited all their other guests, rather than late yesterday evening?’


Roger had been phoned by their host, saying they’d had a last-minute cancellation from a couple down with flu, and were they free tomorrow evening by any chance?


Their host and a number of the guests attending were medics, some of whom Roger flew regularly to England. It was a chance, he had convinced her, to network and help build up his client list for his air taxi business. And, of course, he had told her, a chance for her to meet some possible new clients herself.


‘My hair up – is it OK like this?’


He cocked his head one way then the other in mock appraisal, and with pursed, smiling lips, gave her his approval. ‘More than OK.’


‘Are you still going to love me when I’m all swollen up like a barrage balloon?’


He walked over to her. ‘Sure, I’ll get you a Certificate of Airworthiness.’


‘Bastard!’ She kissed him.


He glanced at his watch, downing a large gulp of his drink. ‘We should leave.’


‘Promise we won’t stay late?’


‘With you wearing that dress? I solemnly promise. I’m already looking forward to getting home and removing it.’ He kissed the back of her neck, then took another gulp of his whisky.


‘Yeah, yeah, darling! I’m serious. An evening of meeting all these posh strangers without drinking any booze isn’t going to be easy, you do understand, don’t you?’


‘I’ve been to parties where I can’t drink because of my job for years. I’ve got used to it, it’s fine.’


‘Which is why you’re downing a seriously large whisky?’


He shrugged. ‘If it would make you happy, I won’t drink any more tonight, either. OK?’


She shook her head. ‘No, I want you to enjoy yourself.’


‘And you’ll be the martyr?’


Georgie smiled. ‘No, not the martyr, I’ll be the chauffeur, for now. But just don’t forget it – I’m building up credits for the future. Deal?’


‘Deal.’


They high-fived.


Then Georgie said, ‘It’s too early to tell people I’m pregnant – in case – you know?’


The unspoken word hung in the air. The ever-present fear she had of a miscarriage.


‘I won’t say anything.’


‘So, what’s our story about why I’m not drinking?’


‘Easy. You’re the designated driver.’


‘Almost genius!’


He dug his hand into a packet of nuts and pulled out several. Shovelling them into his mouth, he said, ‘Mediocrity recognizes nothing higher than itself. It takes talent to appreciate genius.’


Smiling, she said, ‘So I’m just the talent?’


Putting down his glass, he swept her into his arms and stared at her face. ‘You are the love of my life. You are the reason I want to wake up in the morning. You are my life, I love you to bits. I will love you to the ends of the earth and beyond. OK?’


She looked into his eyes, grinning. ‘OK, I’ll take that.’ They stared at each other for several seconds then Georgie said, ‘And right back at you. I love you more than I can ever say. I can’t wait to be married to you.’


He looked into her eyes. ‘I can’t wait either.’


He downed the rest of his whisky, then they picked up their gifts for the hosts, went out and along the corridor, through the rear door and down the two flights of steps into the parking area. They climbed into her elderly VW Golf.


As she started the engine, Georgie felt a deep sense of foreboding that she could not rationalize. She knew just one thing. However lovely these people might be tonight, as Roger insisted they were, she was pretty sure they would seem a lot more lovely with a few glasses of wine inside her. And that was so not going to happen.
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Saturday 8 December


At 7.30 p.m. on the kitchen clock, which was – give or take a few nanoseconds – 7.30 p.m. precisely, Claire, still wearing her apron, saw lights suddenly come on through the kitchen window. The driveway courtesy lights. Which meant someone was arriving.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Marcus said, panic in his voice as he put the finishing touches to the prawn cocktail starters, not daring to hurry and make a mistake. He was a stickler for detail at all their dinner parties, and they would almost come to blows sometimes over his perfectionism. Claire often wondered, since they stressed him so much, why he was so keen to have them.


But she knew the answer as she watched him sprinkle exactly the right amount of Sevruga caviar – six eggs each – alongside the precisely measured lemon slice that lay on top. He enjoyed the feeling of status that grand dinner parties gave him, and she actually found his meticulousness endearing – most of the time.


Marcus had gone through the archway into the dining room, where he was now adjusting each of the place mats and name tags into perfect alignment. He selected his carefully curated classical music playlist on the Sonos. So vulgar, he thought, when people had pop music at a dinner party.


‘Why can’t they be late, like any normal people?’ she called out.


‘Or perhaps on time, like any normal people?’ he muttered under his breath, holding up a wine glass to the light and wiping away a tiny smear with a napkin, which, after replacing the glass, he then carefully refolded – and then refolded again. He was dressed in his flamboyant smoking jacket, quilted with embroidered gold fleur-de-lis scattered across it. ‘Is on time really too much to ask?’ he murmured, again to himself. Then he checked each of the champagne flutes, which had a drop of Armagnac and a sugar cube in the bottom, for his cocktails.


Claire glared at him. ‘Oi, I heard that, misery guts.’ She held up a prawn cocktail. ‘Want one of these tipped over your head?’


‘Calm down, relax, I’ll go and open the door, take the coats, hold the fort.’ As always, he thought.


Their first guests, prosecution attorney Richard Pedley and his actress wife, Alex, gratefully accepted the champagne cocktails Marcus offered. The moment he had poured their drinks the doorbell rang again.


Marcus rushed back through the hall. As he passed the row of labelled coat hooks, he noticed Amelia’s hoody was on Claire’s. He moved it to the correct one before opening the door. Matt Stephenson, a consultant breast surgeon, and his husband, Aron, stood there. Just as he had escorted them through into the drawing room and introduced them to Richard and Alex, the doorbell rang again.


Claire had still not appeared.


Excusing himself, he ducked his head into the kitchen.


‘The bloody Aga’s playing up, nothing’s cooking! Can you get it?’ she pleaded.


Marcus strode through the hall, holding a magnum of champagne, and opened the front door.


And froze.


The bottle nearly fell from his hand.


Standing on the doorstep, wrapped up against the cold, was his pilot friend, Roger Richardson, with a bottle in a sparkly gift bag. His lady clutched a large bouquet of cut flowers in one hand and a box of chocolates in the other.


She was the spitting image of the woman he had nearly run over.


The one who had thrashed his running time on his RunMaster app.


Was it her?


Roger said, ‘It might be a bit early, Marcus, but Happy Christmas!’


‘And you too!’


‘This is my fiancée, Georgie!’


He stared at her for some moments, absorbing this, before responding.


Georgie.


It was her. It was definitely her.


So that was her name. She bore such an incredible resemblance to Lynette.


‘Great to meet you – ah – Georgie,’ he said, kissing her lightly on each cheek and inhaling her scent. She smelled just – incredibly – sexy.


‘And you, too, Marcus, I’ve heard so much about you from Rog!’ she said.


He liked her voice. And her perfume. And most of all her smile. He was shaken but tingling all over. Had she recognized him? He didn’t think so, and she wouldn’t have seen the Porsche, it was in the garage.


Claire appeared, minus apron now, and more kisses and introductions followed.


‘What beautiful flowers!’ she said, the charming hostess as ever. ‘So lovely to meet you, Georgie! I’ll go and put these into water right away. And my absolutely favourite chocolates! Thank you so much.’


Marcus hung up their coats, then, taking Georgie’s hand, led them through to meet the Pedleys and the Stephensons.


‘Beautiful house you have,’ she said, looking around admiringly.


And you, Georgie, are incredibly beautiful!


As soon as he had made the introductions and given them each a glass – champagne cocktail for Roger and a sparkling water for Georgie – he went into the dining room, checked himself in the mirror and hastily made a couple of changes to the seating plan. He placed Georgie next to himself.
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Saturday 8 December


Claire and Marcus had originally planned that they would sit down to eat at 8.30 p.m. but it was gone 9 p.m. before she was finally confident that the lamb casserole was cooked enough. By which time Marcus had lost count of the number of champagne cocktails he’d replenished – and drunk himself to calm down. There was a hefty stack of empty bottles of Pol Roger lying on the floor by the kitchen bin, along with a spent bottle of Armagnac. All their guests seemed to be getting along famously. Georgie was deep in conversation with a lady called Kath Clow.


He was a little unsteady on his feet, he realized, as he ushered everyone through into the dining room, telling them to find their name tags and to help themselves to water. He picked up a magnum of Meursault.


‘Darling, can you give me a hand putting out the starters?’ Claire asked, coming out of the kitchen with a tray of prawn cocktails in crystal goblets.


‘On my way, darling, I’m just trying to make sure our guests don’t dehydrate!’ he said, rather more loudly and acerbically than he had intended. It created a momentary awkward silence among their guests.


Kath Clow, whose husband was away, went through into the kitchen. ‘I’ll help you, Claire,’ she said. Kath was a work colleague of Marcus at the hospital and the two couples had been good friends since he’d arrived on the island. They’d hit it off from the start, so much so that they were godparents to each other’s children.


The guests congregated in the dining room, found their name tags and sat down, Marcus guiding Georgie to her place himself.


After completing his task of filling all the glasses with wine, except for Georgie, who was only on water, Marcus picked up his phone and asked everyone to raise their glasses for a group photo. He had Alex Pedley to his left, but his whole focus was on his guest to his right.


‘Have we met before?’ Marcus asked Georgie.


‘No, I don’t think so.’


Good, he thought, relieved. She doesn’t remember the incident at the traffic lights!


‘So, have you and Roger set a date yet? Soon as you do let us know so we can book a babysitter!’ he said cheekily. ‘And my wife will need to buy a hat!’


‘That’s if you make our list!’ she replied with a smile.


Alex engaged in conversation with Matt Stephenson, seated beside her. On the other side of Georgie was a lively but pompous dermatologist sporting a pink waistcoat, busy pontificating to the unfortunate Aron, who was looking a little bored by him.


‘Not drinking, Georgie?’ Marcus said.


‘I’m afraid I’m the designated driver.’


‘A pity, we’ve some really fabulous wines tonight. You could always leave the car here and cab it home – or take that service where they come and drive you back in your car. I have their card.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘but I’m fine with water.’ Then, lowering her voice, she said, ‘I’m also on antibiotics.’


‘That’s too bad.’ He raised his glass. ‘Cheers!’


‘Cheers!’ she responded. ‘It’s great to get to finally meet you, Roger has been talking about you for months.’ Their eyes met and Marcus felt a strange, deep connection to her. There was something about this woman.


‘He’s not been giving away my secrets, I hope,’ he said.


‘And what might they be?’ she quizzed, smiling.


He stared at her intently. ‘Now that would be telling.’


She gave him a look that made him feel like he was the only man in the room.


God, she was beautiful.


A raucous male voice from the far end of the table said, ‘Don’t you think, Marcus?’


‘I’m sorry,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t hear what you said.’


‘Childbirth – it’s magic, isn’t it?’


‘Really? Come and watch a C-section sometime and then tell me where the magic is,’ Marcus retorted. ‘The magic would be if a stork brought them. There’s nothing magical about a bunch of people in green gowns and blood-soaked gloves pulling away at a woman’s insides like mechanics with monkey wrenches.’


‘Marcus, we’re eating!’ Claire chided, rolling her eyes at the guests next to her.


Ignoring her, he went on, ‘Robbie Williams, or whoever it was, had it right, he said that watching your wife giving birth was like watching your favourite pub burn down.’


There was a burst of laughter from a few of the guests around the table.


Marcus turned to Georgie and said quietly, ‘You remind me of someone I once knew. A girl I was crazy about when I was at school. I was just a fat little spotty teenager and she was going out with a biker.’
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