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  1




  Ella




  I’ve often wondered if adultery runs in the genes, like blue eyes or buck teeth.

  Am I unfaithful because it’s written in my DNA?




  The idea appeals to the scientist in me: we’re all the sum of our genetic barcodes, no more, no less.

  See, yes, there it is, nestling between my red hair and tendency towards the pear-shaped (hips, life, take your pick) – there, infidelity, clear as day.

  Biological proof that I can no more stay faithful than shrink a shoe size, however hard I try.




  William stirs next to me. He reaches for my breast, and my nipple peaks instantly beneath his touch. His

  cock jabs my hip, already hard again. I smile. After eight years, we don’t have sex that often, but when we do, we get our money’s worth.




  He rolls on to his back and pulls me on to him; I wince slightly as he enters me. He isn’t to know I

  had sex with Jackson – twice – last night.




  As he thrusts upwards, I cling to the brass bedstead for support, my breasts shivering tantalizingly above

  his mouth. His lips fasten on my nipple and there’s a zigzagging pulse between my legs. I tighten my grip. William is the more selfish lover; I’ve learned to take my pleasure from him

  without asking. Jackson is far more thoughtful: always seeking out new ways to please me, holding himself in check until I’ve come, sometimes three or four times.




  I shunt Jackson out of my head. Contrary to popular myth, women can

  be good at adultery. All they have to do is learn to think like a man.




  My clit rubs against William’s pelvis, and the familiar heat builds. His teeth graze my breast;

  swift, greedy bites. I reach between his legs, skittering my fingernails along the inside of his thighs and across his balls. He bucks inside me, hitting my G-spot, and I stiffen, savouring the

  moment at the crest of the rollercoaster. Then my orgasm breaks over me in sweeping, almost painful, waves.




  With one hand, I find the tiny sensitive spot between his balls and asshole, pressing just enough to send

  him wild. With the other, I reach for my beeping phone.




  Only two people would text me this late at night. Jackson, or—




  ‘Shit!’ I tumble off William, groping for my clothes.




  He slams his head against the pillow. ‘Christ. I thought you weren’t on call

  tonight?’




  ‘Emergency.’ I hook up my bra, and scrabble under the bed for my knickers. ‘I’ll be

  back as soon as I can.’




  ‘Couldn’t it have waited until after I came?’




  I give up on the knickers, and pull on my grey pencil skirt before sliding my feet into a pair of

  skyscraper scarlet heels. I can only find a single topaz earring; I hate losing one of a pair.




  Buttoning up my white silk shirt, I lean forward and drop a kiss on his sandpaper cheek. He

  smells of my sex. ‘Happy Valentine’s Day.’




  William scowls. ‘You owe me.’




  ‘Get in line.’




  Fifteen minutes later, I ease my toes from the to-die-in stilettos as the lift grinds its way up to the

  obstetrics floor. There must be another butter-wouldn’t-melt little genome tucked away on that adulterous double helix to explain my uncontrollable fetish for pretty shoes. How else to

  explain the purchase of lust-have red Ginas in a size six (the only pair left – and no, they haven’t ‘stretched with wear’ as the commission-only salesgirl promised) when

  I’ve been a size seven all my adult life?




  My mother was always perfectly shod. Even when the French bailiffs evicted us from our little appartement on the Rue du Temple because my father had stopped paying the rent, her footwear (if not her reputation) was beyond reproach. We might starve as a result, but

  she could no more resist a new pair of polka-dot peep-toe slingbacks than she could him.




  She brought her only daughter up in her likeness.




  The lift doors open and I hobble towards the delivery suites, uncomfortably aware of the draught beneath my

  skirt. Lucy is my best friend, and I love her to death, but I really hope she isn’t on duty tonight. I’m used to moral sermons from my mother; she speaks from fingers-burned experience,

  after all. But Lucy and I have been les soeurs sous la peau since we crossed scalpels over a half-dissected corpse as medical students at Oxford. She’s

  the one I go to for a Xanax scrip before I fly. It’s not like she hasn’t known about my affair for years.




  On the other hand, when your husband leaves you for a teenage choreographer (forget

  semantics: if you’re thirty-six, as we are, twenty-three is teenage) I suppose it entitles you to take a more jaundiced than jaunty view of other

  people’s adultery.




  My mobile rings as I reach the labour ward. Peering through the glass porthole, I realize my patient must

  still be in the back of an ambulance trapped in stubborn traffic somewhere on the Fulham Road, and take the call.




  ‘Jackson,’ I say, ‘I’m with a patient.’




  ‘You’re at work?’




  ‘You knew I was on call.’




  One of the perks of being a doctor (aside from delightful offers from strangers at parties to allow me to

  examine their thyroids or anal fissures in the guest bathroom, heedless of both the social niceties and the fact that I am a neonatologist) is the ability to stay out all night unquestioned. As

  paediatric consultant at the Princess Eugenie Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, I owe the hospital six nights on call each month. My husband has always believed it to be seven.




  ‘You’ve got five minutes,’ I tell Jackson.




  ‘That’s not what you said last night,’ he teases, his Deep South drawl undiminished by

  nearly a decade in England.




  I’m not having an affair because my sex life with my husband is either infrequent or unsatisfying. On

  the contrary: he’s a conscientious lover. Though I have plenty of plausible reasons for my infidelity, I’m not sure that I can find an excuse that actually excuses me.




  I shrug on my white coat. ‘What is it?’




  ‘I need to talk to you.’




  ‘Now? Can’t it wait?’




  He hesitates. ‘I just found this neat motorcycle on eBay, an Indian. The bids end at

  midnight, and I wanted to talk to y’all about it first—’




  I can’t help thinking he was going to say something else.




  ‘A motorbike?’




  ‘C’mon, Ell, you know I’ve always wanted one. It’d make it real quick to get to

  work. It’s all right for you,’ he adds, an edge creeping into his voice, ‘living so close to the hospital. You’re not the one gotta sit in traffic for an hour two times a

  day.’




  ‘I’m sure DuCane Pharmaceuticals would still—’




  ‘For Chrissakes, Ella! How many times?’




  ‘No one’s asking you to raise money for their pills,’ I say tightly. ‘We all know

  they’re immoral drug-pushing pimps who’ll go straight to hell, yada yada. But the research programme is different—’




  ‘Suddenly stem-cell research is OK?’




  ‘Jackson, I’m a doctor. What do you want me to say?’




  ‘You don’t have to leave your conscience at the door when you put on your white coat,

  Ella,’ he says bitterly. ‘Just your fancy shoes.’




  I wish.




  ‘I don’t see what my conscience has to do with—’




  ‘I thought you were supposed to be saving babies, not murdering them.’




  ‘Not that it’s anything to do with neonatology, Jackson,’ I say, stung, ‘but since

  when did messing about with zygotes become equivalent to baling infants with a pitchfork?’




  ‘Stupid of me to think you’d care.’




  ‘Stupid of me to think you’d be able to reason like a grown-up.’




  Subtext whirls through the ether. We both know what this is really about.




  I switch my mobile to the other ear, holding on to my temper with difficulty. Now is not the time to call

  him out for wanting to break our deal; we agreed from day one: no children. It’s not as if the subject is going to go away, I think resentfully.




  ‘Look. I only meant—’




  ‘I know what you meant, Ella.’




  It’s one of the things I always admired about Jackson (particularly since I lack it myself): his

  steadfast, unfashionable integrity. A gifted fundraiser, charming, sincere and articulate, he has the kind of likeable persuasiveness that, were he politically minded, could have seen him in the

  White House (although his incurable honesty might have counted against him, of course). In the past couple of years, head hunters for several prestigious NGOs have offered him six figures and an

  open-ended expense account to run their capital campaigns or head up their development offices. All have come away disappointed – though only after Jackson has charmed them into donating

  hefty sums to One World, the lentils-and-hairy-armpit environmental charity for which he works.




  It’s one of the things that always irritates me about my husband: his rigid, my-way-or-the-highway

  Southern sense of honour.




  I jam my mobile between chin and shoulder to button the white coat over my smart crêpe skirt.

  There’s nothing I can do about the fuck-me red shoes. ‘Fine. If you’ve made up your mind.’




  ‘Think of it as a belated birthday present.’




  I close my eyes, suddenly awash with remorse. ‘Oh, Jackson. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Forget it.’




  ‘I’ve been so busy at the hospital – we’re understaffed—’




  ‘I said forget it.’




  The silence lingers. How could I miss his birthday? It’s Valentine’s Day, for God’s sake.

  You’d think I could manage to remember that.




  Jackson coughs again. ‘How’s the cold?’ I ask quickly; guiltily.




  ‘Actually, I feel kinda lousy, to be honest. I think I’m spiking a fever.’




  I suppress a smile. It’s extraordinary, the way the same bug affects the male and female immune

  systems. I should write a paper on it: ‘A virus that will just produce sniffles in the female of the species miraculously becomes an upper respiratory infection the moment it encounters macho

  Y chromosomes . . .’




  ‘Look, Jackson, we’ll go out at the weekend, I promise. I’ll make up some

  excuse—’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘You choose. Anywhere you like.’




  ‘Yep. Whatever.’




  ‘You’ll enjoy it more when you’re feeling better anyway.’ Then, partly to appease

  my conscience, and partly because, despite William, despite everything, it is still true, I add, ‘I love you.’




  ‘Love you more.’




  It’s our catchphrase, one of those couply exchanges you develop in the early months together and then

  later cling to, like a lifebelt, out of mingled superstition and hope and fear when the going gets rough.




  It is also, in six words, a synopsis of our marriage.




  

    We met in America eleven years ago, at the perfect-storm moment; the one night when I

    was tired enough, and vulnerable enough, and (let’s be honest) drunk enough for a window in my carefully nurtured cynicism to crack and give Jackson time to slip through.




    I’d lost my virginity at seventeen (to my thirty-four-year-old tennis coach; the cliché

    embarrassed me more than being caught in flagrante by my grandmother, who’d merely nodded with the quiet triumph of one being proved right). Since

    then, all the men I’d dated had had just one thing in common: not one was remotely available, and that’s just how I liked it.




    A part of me knew my behaviour wasn’t exactly well adjusted; but the rest of me figured it’d

    sort itself out when I met the right man.




    It wasn’t a coup de foudre when Jackson Garrett sauntered

    into the piano bar on Bourbon Street, in the French Quarter of New Orleans, and headed straight over to Lucy and me as if we’d been waiting there all night just for him. Love certainly

    didn’t come into it.




    Jackson was – is – the most handsome man I’d

    ever seen. He’s got this all-American, dazzling-white movie-star smile, and the kind of skin that looks golden even in the middle of an English winter. Eyes a Tiffany turquoise, with

    obscenely long lashes and the kind of sparkle that makes your skin tingle and your clothes somehow unbutton themselves. And a mouth so mobile and sensual you have no choice but to throw your anal

    British reserve to the wind and demand that it kiss you. Come on, it’s my birthday, what are you, shy? (Looking back, I believe that’s where three Hurricanes came in.)




    After we came up for air, I grabbed my cigarette lighter and fumbled for my poise, waiting for him to

    zero in on Lucy. Men always do. Hardly surprising, given her fifties curves, perfect skin and waist-length, old-gold hair; for the first year I knew her, I seriously considered a Sapphic

    conversion. The universal Law of Attraction, which dictates that people end up with partners of the same degree of attractiveness as themselves, plus or minus one point (unless money or power

    distort the equation), put Jackson firmly in her league, rather than mine.




    But, bending his dark-blond head to mine, he murmured in my ear, his warm breath rum-sweet, ‘I

    always knew you colonialists didn’t play fair. I should warn y’all, I surrender easy.’




    ‘I’m no Virginia myself.’




    ‘I’d Nevada thought it.’




    ‘I know there’s something rude I could do with Kansas and Mississippi,’ I mused,

    ‘but these Hurricanes are stronger than they look.’




    His skin smelled of leather and soap and pine trees just after it’s rained. There was a quiver in

    the region of my knickers.




    He took the unlit cigarette out of my fingers and guided me towards the door. ‘I think we need to

    discuss the state of this union somewhere else.’




    It was obviously never going to be more than a brief holiday fling, since Lucy and I were only down from

    North Carolina for the weekend. We planned to experience the ‘Come as you are, leave different’ philosophy of the Big Easy before we graduated from Duke and – her words –

    went home to London and stuck our heads back up our uptight British arses.




    So while Lucy generously waved me on, I went back to his apartment and slept with him (oh, the brazen

    shame of me!) the first night, with none of that tedious game-playing, no-touching-below-the-waist-till-the-fifth-date routine.




    Over breakfast the next morning – Creole beignets, fresh fruit fritters and cinnamon sopaipillas;

    dear Lord, the man could cook! – we exchanged some of the personal details we’d neglected in favour of energetic sex the night before, such as

    our names. Jackson was a fundraiser at New Orleans’ Tulane University. When I told him I was studying medicine at Duke, he nearly spat out his (strong, black) coffee.




    ‘I’ll be damned. I just got a job at Duke, I’m movin’ there in a couple

    weeks.’




    Still aching pleasurably from the night’s exertions, I decided Jackson was the perfect rebound

    lover (there’d been a brief and unhappy dalliance with a married history professor, recently ended and best not dwelt upon): the casual, restorative relationship that helps mend a broken

    heart after a romantic near-miss, or at least someone to play hooky with while you wait to meet The One. He was not, as he warned me at the time, supposed to be the man I married.




    All relationships are intrinsically unequal; I’d learned that lesson as a small child. Whoever

    loves the least has the most power.




    Growing up, I’d often wondered why my mother always seemed to be waiting for something that never

    came. I’d vowed into my pillow, as I listened night after night to my mother sobbing on the other side of the wall into hers, that I would not end up like she had. I would not wait

    seventeen years for a charismatic, faithless man who had no intention of ever leaving his wife for me, who would get me pregnant and not

    give our child so much as his name, who would die and leave me, at forty-six, not-quite-a-widow in a still-strange land with a nine-year-old daughter to support and no earthly means to do it.




    Thrown unceremoniously on to the streets after the untimely death of mon

    père, my mother and I had slept in the back of her ancient green Peugeot for three weeks, living on day’s-end baguettes and over-ripe cheese, before she’d admitted

    defeat and summoned the courage to go back home, beret in hand, to Northamptonshire. Her own father had died without ever forgiving her. Her mother referred to me as ‘the French

    bastard’. It had seemed reasonable to me at the time.




    For the next nine years, I’d watched my mother scrabble for scraps of approval from the old witch,

    struggling hopelessly to atone for her one doomed act of defiance (how she’d ever found the courage to escape to Paris in the first place, I’d never yet worked out). I’d stared

    into the speckle-backed mirror at my homely reflection, with its unattractive mass of red curls and eyes the colour of weak tea, so different from hers and therefore so clearly his, and wondered what she had seen in my father that could possibly make him worth this misery.




    As soon as I turned eighteen I fled to Oxford, determined that, whatever happened, I would never depend

    on a man for anything: love or money.




    Jackson had all the hallmarks of a toxic bachelor; charming, sexy and footloose, he should have broken my

    heart. But right from the start, and against all reason (even with a streaming cold he was a definite 91⁄2; on my

    wedding day, with a flotilla of Vogue make-up artists, I’d be lucky to scrape a 7), somehow I always knew I was the one in

    control.




    It was no single thing, but a thousand tiny kindnesses. He filled our bedroom with Confederate jasmine

    because I mentioned that I liked its scent. He stayed up all night testing me before my exams, never taking offence when I yelled at him out of nerves or sheer bloody-mindedness. When I wanted to

    ski in Colorado, he was happy to take me, even though he hated the cold with all the fervour of a Southern boy who’s never experienced a morning frost. Not just keep-the-peace happy.

    Child-on-Christmas-morning happy. Being with me was enough for him. No matter what I proposed, he smiled his easy smile which scrunched the corners of his blue blue eyes, and said that if it

    worked for me, it worked for him too.




    Our light romance bridged the gap between Mardi Gras and real life with surprising success. We were very

    different people, and yet we understood each other. We both knew what it was like to suddenly lose a parent at a young age – in Jackson’s case, both: his parents had died in a hotel

    fire when he was eleven, leaving him to be brought up by his brother Cooper, six years his elder. We’d both had to grow up hard and fast, and if our reactions to this hot-housed awareness

    of the fragility of life were very different – he chose to live for today, I to control tomorrow – we had a shared knowledge of the chaos that lay beneath. We both loved jazz and

    blues, Gregory Peck and baroque architecture. Jackson adored peaceably walking in the mountains almost as much as I loved the challenge of climbing them; we both relished the thrills of

    white-water rafting, kayaking and canoeing. Admittedly I missed the bright lights of London, but in those early days we were truly both happiest when we were far from the madding crowd, holed up

    in a cabin somewhere with just the odd harmless black bear for company.




    Of course I loved him; it was impossible not to. He gave freely and asked nothing of me (the talk of

    babies came much later). He was always there for me, my confidant and companion, my dearest friend.




    And I needed him; for many reasons, but most of all to counterbalance the fatal pull I felt towards men I

    couldn’t handle, men who didn’t make me feel safe. Men like my father, men who would catch me in their riptide and drag me under.




    We all marry partly out of fear: of being alone, of dying unloved. Three months after we met I asked

    Jackson to marry me, knowing that whatever his reservations, he would be unable to say no, because I was afraid of what I might do if I didn’t.


  




  

    Lucy looks up from the nurses’ station, where she’s skimming a bulky manila

    folder. ‘Nice shoes.’




    I hesitate. She smiles ruefully and, relieved at the unexpected détente, I smile back.




    She hands me the folder. ‘Sorry I had to call you in. It’s Anna Shore.’




    Damn. Anna is one of Lucy’s heartsink obstetric patients: thirty-nine, six miscarriages in five

    years, two of them distressingly late, at nineteen and twenty weeks. This pregnancy is her last chance to have her own child; she and her husband, Dean, have already decided that they cannot bear

    to go through the shattering cycle of hope and despair again if this attempt fails.




    ‘Remind me. How far along?’




    ‘Twenty-two weeks and six days.’




    ‘Shit.’




    I scan the notes, trying to get a read on how developed we think this baby is. It’s hospital policy

    not to save babies of less than twenty-three weeks’ gestation; born at the very cusp of viability, their chances of survival, even with our intervention, are minimal. I’m relieved

    Lucy called me in; William will get over it. This sort of case isn’t something I’d want a senior house officer handling in my absence.




    ‘Look, Ella,’ Lucy says carefully, ‘I’m sorry about going off at you the other

    day. It was just a shock, running into the two of you like that. Tell William I’m really sorry about the carrot juice. I’ll pay for the dry-cleaning—’




    ‘Forget it. At least it wasn’t hot coffee.’




    ‘It’s just that you know how much I like Jackson, and what with – with

    Lawrence—’




    ‘Did he agree to counselling?’




    She seems to shrink inside her skin, so that suddenly it hangs loose and grey on her bones.

    ‘He’s asked for a divorce.’




    ‘Oh, Lucy. Oh, darling, I’m so sorry.’




    ‘Shit, Ella. Don’t be nice to me or I’ll lose it

    completely.’ She pulls herself together with a visible effort. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m worried about you. Jackson is such a good man. You two could be

    really great together. I don’t want this thing with William to blow up in your face.’




    ‘It’s a bit of a mess, I know, but—’




    ‘Eight years, Ella!’




    ‘Look, all right. It kind of drifted. But it’s not like we see each other that often.’

    I snap shut the file. ‘Lucy, you know the score. This is about you and Lawrence, not—’




    ‘Do you love him?’




    ‘Jackson? Or William?’




    ‘Either,’ she exclaims, exasperated.




    ‘It’s not that simple. Life isn’t black and white, you know that—’




    ‘Actually, Ella, some things are.’ She looks at me

    sharply. ‘It was one thing playing with fire when we were at college, but it’s different now. This is real life. I thought when you met Jackson you’d finally got whatever was

    eating you out of your system. Obviously I was wrong.’




    I shift uncomfortably. How to explain in a way that makes any kind of sense? At twenty-five, when I

    married Jackson, I truly intended to be faithful to him for ever. I thought wanting to be in love with him was enough. But within a year, I discovered that

    getting what you wish for isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Beautiful and careless, Jackson never, ever said no to me. But I soon realized he let me have my way less out of love than a

    desire to slough off responsibility for anything at all. I hadn’t married an equal, but an emotional child; and why would I want to have a baby – already an enterprise I felt deeply

    ambivalent about, given my own parents’ staggering incompetence – when I was already parenting my husband?




    I’d hoped that moving back to London for my residency would help, that the buzz of the city would

    somehow jump-start things between us. But then, just a week shy of our third wedding anniversary, I met William.




    He wasn’t anywhere near as good-looking or charming as Jackson. Twelve years older,

    tough, cynical, sexist and controlling, he was everything my gentlemanly, easygoing husband was not. And unlike my husband, he just had it; in spades.




    It was like being hit by a train. The sexual chemistry was tangible, but it was more than that. Meeting

    him made me realize how much I’d short-changed not just Jackson but myself when I took the safe way out and married him. I morphed into a different person when I was with William, the

    person I’d always wanted to be: confident, desirable, exciting. He challenged me; being with him was like walking a tightrope – terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. One slip

    and I could lose him; or, even worse, fall in love.




    I never considered leaving Jackson. I married him to protect myself from men like William Ashfield. And I

    was very fond of my husband. None of this was his fault. But I couldn’t face the thought of spending the rest of my life never experiencing anything stronger than fond.




    William wanted the same as I did: an escape. A chance to play what-might-have-been, without jeopardizing

    what was.




    To my astonishment, tears threaten. I blink furiously, surprised and shocked. I never bring my personal life into work.




    ‘Ella, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you—’




    ‘You didn’t. It’s my problem, not yours.’




    ‘I’m sure you know what you’re doing,’ Lucy says uncertainly.




    ‘You’d think, after eight years.’




    She folds her arms. ‘Ella, you’re the most self-controlled person I’ve ever met, but even

    you can’t expect to lead two separate lives and not have them collide now and again, if only in your head. Feelings have a way of

    coming to the surface, whether you like it or not.’




    Lucy is my dearest friend, but she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Things are

    absolutely fine. My life is perfectly organized. It’s all beautifully balanced. William and I have the perfect arrangement. Jackson isn’t going to find out; nothing’s going to

    go wrong. I’m totally in control.




    I jump at the asthmatic sound of the Victorian lift. Instantly, thankfully, my focus is on my patient.

    You escape into work and call it altruism, Jackson said once, in a rare moment of anger. I call it the coward’s way

    out.




    A flurry of medical personnel wheels a hospital bed from the lift. Anna Shore’s frantic husband

    struggles to keep hold of her hand as the cavalcade steps up its pace. Behind them, Richard Angel, the hospital’s chief number cruncher – known, without a trace of irony, as the Angel

    of Death – strides down the corridor. His fine blond hair is so badly cut it borders on rude. He snaps his fingers constantly at his sides, an irritating nervous tic.




    ‘Shit,’ Lucy mutters, ‘I meant to warn you.’




    ‘If I might have a word . . .’ Angel starts.




    Lucy disappears to a private room to examine Anna, while Angel and I glare at each other across the

    nurses’ station. I’m acutely conscious of the fact that I’m not wearing any knickers.




    The prognosis is written on her face when she returns. ‘The drugs aren’t working, Ella.

    She’s in full-blown labour. I said you’d talk to her, and explain what happens next.’




    Of course. I’m always the one who has to break bad news. Lucy’s far too beautiful for anyone to

    believe in her as the bearer of grim tidings. Clearly, awash with freckles and gifted with hideous ginger ringlets and my father’s Depardieu nose, I have the right looks for tragedy.




    I’m sluiced by a wave of sadness as I go into Anna’s room and sit down on the edge of the

    bed. It’s not the fear in her eyes that disarms me; it’s the unremitting hope.




    ‘Anna,’ I say gently. ‘We’ve tried to stop the labour, but it’s not

    working. Your baby is going to be born in the next hour or so. We’ve given her steroids, to try to mature her lungs, but we haven’t really had much time. She’s very tiny, Anna.

    Not much more than a pound. Do you know how small that is?’




    ‘Half a bag of sugar,’ Anna whispers.




    ‘She’s so little, darling. Not quite twenty-three weeks. I need to talk to you about what

    that means, and you’re going to have to be very brave. Can you do that for me?’




    She glances up at her husband, then nods, her grip tightening on my fingers.




    ‘At this age, we lose two-thirds of these tiny babies during delivery. They just can’t cope,

    sweetheart, their little lungs aren’t strong enough. If they do make it, we have to help them with their breathing. We give them something called surfactant, which keeps their lungs from

    sticking together and makes their breathing easier—’




    ‘What about brain damage?’ Dean, her husband, asks fearfully.




    ‘When a baby is born this early, there is a risk she’ll have an intracranial haemorrhage

    – bleeding of the brain.’




    ‘How high a risk?’




    ‘If the baby is really small, about one in three.’




    Anna closes her eyes and turns her head away.




    God, this never gets any easier. ‘That doesn’t

    necessarily mean that the baby will be brain-damaged, Anna. There’s only a bad outcome in a small percentage of cases—’




    ‘Wait. Wait. What do you call a bad outcome?’ Dean interrupts. ‘What are we talking

    about here?’




    ‘Some type of limited motion, or intellectual trouble at school, that kind of thing.’




    ‘So how long before you know if she’s going to be – normal?’




    ‘We can’t tell with babies this small. I’m sorry, I know it’s hard.’ I

    pause, my heart aching as I search for the right words to help them. ‘Sometimes when the baby is this little, it can be better to just let her go. Intervention can be very traumatic, for

    you and your baby, and when the outlook is as uncertain as this—’




    ‘I don’t care if she’s not perfect!’ Anna cries. ‘I don’t care if we

    have to spend the rest of our lives looking after her!’




    Dean swallows. ‘And if she makes it? What then, Dr Stuart?’




    ‘Call me Ella, please.’ I sigh. ‘Look, Dean, I’m not going to lie to you. There

    are lots of hurdles a baby this premature has to face, but there’s no point giving you nightmares by outlining every possibility. We really need to concentrate on the here and now, not on

    what might develop later down the line. I want you to clearly understand what’s going to happen once we start to deliver your baby, because I may not be able to explain everything at the

    time. I might need you to make some very difficult decisions very quickly.’




    He nods, jaw working as he fights to hold back tears. Jesus, why would anyone want to be a parent and

    risk going through this? Having a child must be like spending the rest of your life with your heart walking around outside your body.




    ‘If you want us to stop at any point during resuscitation, you just have to say so,’ I add

    gently. ‘No one is going to think badly of you.’




    Tears seep beneath Anna’s closed eyelids. ‘I don’t care what you have to do. Just

    don’t give up on her. Please.’




    I spend the next forty minutes prepping with the neonatal team, acutely aware that somewhere in this

    hospital another team of medical staff are preparing to abort a baby a week older than the infant we are trying to save. I know the chances are high that Anna’s infant will die. I have

    dealt with a thousand cases just as tragic as hers. Why has this one got under my skin?




    Richard Angel is lying in wait for me when Lucy pages me back to the obstetric suite. He glances at my

    scarlet heels, opens his mouth, then wisely thinks better of it.




    ‘What are you still doing here?’ I demand. ‘No funny Valentine waiting at

    home?’




    He scurries to keep pace with me, fingers clicking like a skeletal metronome. ‘New policy. I expect

    to be notified whenever there’s a borderline neonate.’




    ‘Borderline?’




    ‘You know hospital policy, Dr Stuart. It’s a perfectly reasonable—’




    ‘I’m sorry. Did I miss your graduation from medical school?’ I hiss. ‘Since when

    have you been qualified to determine viability, Richard? Is it just small babies you want to flush down the sluice, or do you plan to tour the geriatric

    ward pulling plugs, too?’




    He looks like he wants to hit me. I watch him struggle to keep his temper, knowing and not caring that I

    have just made a permanent and dangerous enemy.




    ‘Someone has to be responsible for the operating costs of this hospital, Dr Stuart. If your

    department overspends, we have to make cuts elsewhere. One day in NICU costs the same as—’




    ‘Do you expect me to stand by and watch this baby die?’




    ‘This foetus,’ he stresses, ‘is too young to be

    viable.’




    ‘Check your facts. It’s ten past midnight,’ I snap. ‘Which means that, as of ten

    minutes ago, this baby is twenty-three weeks old and wins tonight’s big prize: a shot at life. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a patient

    waiting.’


  




  

    I should be elated. Angel had both probability and statistics on his side. But against

    all the odds, Anna and Dean’s baby – appropriately named Hope – snatched the chance we offered her. She’ll spend the next four months in the NICU, a dozen lines snaking

    into her tiny body; it’ll be weeks before she even breathes on her own, but she’s alive. A brain scan hasn’t shown up any obvious abnormalities, though we have a long way to go

    before we can relax. The risk of infection with a baby this young is acute. But so far, so good.




    Yet the usual high eludes me. I let myself quietly into William’s flat a little after four in the

    morning, my mood oppressed. A sense of unease drags at my heels. For the first time in years, I crave a cigarette.




    Pouring myself a glass of tap water, I add four ice-cubes – thank you, America – and tiptoe

    through the darkened hallway towards the bedroom, wincing like a teenager as the ice clinks noisily in the sweating glass. For a long moment, I stand in the open doorway, leaning against the

    jamb. Asleep, William looks younger than his forty-eight years, the cynicism stripped from his expression. He is not conventionally handsome; his features are too uneven for that. A faded scar,

    three inches long, bisects his right jaw, the result of a climbing accident when he was eleven. He still nicks it when he shaves, one of the reasons he sports designer stubble – salt and

    pepper now, I notice, like his overlong hair. His head is heavy, leonine; when he smiles, his tawny eyes glow like copper. Angry, they darken to the colour of coffee beans. It is impossible to

    know the extent of his charisma, the force of his sexual energy, until he turns it on you.




    I’m not in love with him. I knew from the beginning I couldn’t allow myself that –

    especially after Cyprus. Divorce from Beth was not an option, given her problems, nor would I ever want it. That was never part of our arrangement.




    Suddenly weary, I finish my glass of water and strip off my clothes, padding into the bathroom to brush

    my teeth. I notice my period has started a couple of days early; annoyed at being caught out, I grab an emergency tampon from my wash-bag and make a mental note to pick up a new box from the

    corner shop tomorrow; or rather, today.




    It’s four-thirty when I finally slip into bed beside William: too late to pick up where we left

    off. His alarm will go off in half an hour; despite owning a successful PR agency with a staff of over forty people, William is always the first to arrive at the office, and the last to leave. If

    I were married to Beth, no doubt I’d do the same. I’m very lucky to go home to a man I can at least respect.




    Lucy’s words have burrowed deeper than I care to admit. For the first time in a very long time, I

    allow myself to think what it might be like to have to live without Jackson. I’m faintly surprised at how much I don’t want that to happen. I know full well I deserve to lose him.

    I’ve always been very careful to control my feelings for William, to keep our relationship separate in my heart and head; I would never leave Jackson. But I know that would prove scant

    consolation to him if he ever found out about my affair. It would break his heart; and that would break mine.




    I realize the unfamiliar feeling in the pit of my stomach is shame. This is not the kind of wife I ever

    wanted or intended to be. I’ve short-changed my husband; not only have I cheated on him, but I’ve denied him the only thing he has ever asked of me. Would a baby really be so bad?




    My mobile rings, making me jump. I reach for it as William stirs, recognizing the hospital number on the

    caller ID. My heart sinks. Baby Hope seemed stable enough when I left the NICU—




    But it’s A&E on the other end of the line, not the NICU. And when I end the call a few minutes

    later, I am no longer any kind of wife, adulterous or otherwise.




    I am a widow.




    

       

    




    

      

        March 8, 1997




        Chapel Hill Road




        Durham




        North Carolina 27707




        Dear Cooper,




        Well, I’m not dead yet, despite what you

        must be thinking! I’m sorry it’s been so long since I touched base, but it’s been a crazy couple months. It’d be easier if you got connected – once you’re

        online you can get these whizzy little electronic letters, they call them emails, maybe you’ve heard of them?!




        Anyways, I’m back in the Land of Tar; you

        always said I couldn’t stay away from the mountains for long! I’d have called you before I left New Orleans, but everything happened so fast, I didn’t have time. My new

        condo hasn’t got a phone yet and the landlord’s dragging his heels, so I guess this letter is it for a while.




        The thing is, I’ve met a girl. Her

        name’s Ella Stuart, and she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She’s British (she has this cute accent!) and she’s a doctor – well, studying to be

        one over at Duke.




        I’m guessing you’re putting the pieces

        together right now and shaking your head and wondering what trouble your kid brother’s gotten himself into this time, but it’s not like that. This girl is the real deal, Coop.

        There’s just something about her; soon as you meet her, you’ll know what I mean.




        Anyways, couple weeks ago, first night of Mardi

        Gras, I went down the Famous Door (you remember, I took you there last time you were in the Easy, you got picked up by that transvestite) and soon as I walked in the bar, I saw her. She’s hard to miss, Coop, with this long wild red hair, like the setting sun, and these

        big gold eyes that put me in mind of Lolly’s iced tea. She was laughing with her friend, and right then she turned and caught my eye, and

        something just clicked inside of me, like tumblers sliding into place.




        I couldn’t take my eyes off her. There was

        a look about her, underneath all the sass: wary and sad at the same time. She hides it well, but it’s there. You think first off she’s tough as nails, but deep down she’s

        sweet as pie.




        So there I am, still trying to think of something smart to say, when

        Ella just comes up and kisses me! I swear, I could feel the tingling in my toes for ten minutes afterwards. What’s it called? A coup de foudre,

        something like that. When you know the rest of your life is never going to be the same again.




        I bet you’re laughing your ass off right now

        out on the back porch, wondering how your brother has ended up all misty-eyed over some girl like a lovestruck loon. Well, take another pull on your Jack, brother, because that isn’t

        the half of it.




        Next day, she tells me she’s studying at

        Duke, and I just come right out and say I’ve got a job there – don’t ask me what made me do it, Coop, I couldn’t tell you, I just knew I couldn’t let her slip

        through my fingers. So I’ve spent the last three weeks calling in every favor I ever chalked up and then some, and two days ago I got a letter offering me a job in the Department of

        Earth and Ocean Sciences, starting Monday! It’s less money than Tulane, but I like the idea of working for the environment, I’ve had my fill of capital projects. So I gave notice,

        quit my apartment, and drove up here yesterday.




        Now here I am sitting in a rental

        condo without a stick of furniture but a bed and a chair, wondering if I’ve gone and made the biggest fool of myself since Old Man Allen caught me buck-naked with Blair in the

        sawmill!




        Thing is, Coop, I’m blown away by Ella, but

        I’m not so sure she’s sold on me, and I don’t know what all to do. Not to toot my own horn, but my problem’s usually the other way round! I know she likes me, but

        I’m pretty sure she thought our hook-up was just a weekend fling. How do I close the deal, big brother? She blows hot and cold; one minute she’s all over me, and the next I feel

        like I’ve got her foot in my ass and I’m being led out the door. I’m guessing she’s been screwed over in the past by guys who never did the honorable thing, but the

        one thing you got to give me is that I say what I mean and I do what I say. If I can get her to trust me, I’ll never give her cause to regret it.




        Guess this is all part of your famous Karma Credit

        Plan, right? Payback for some of those hearts I broke along the way. I can’t wait for you and Lolly to meet her. She’s the one, Coop. I can see us sitting on the swing at

        Dad’s old place by the lake, watching the sun set behind the mountains and knowing I’ve come home. I want to grow old with this woman, watch our kids grow up together, rock

        grandkids on my knee like Grandpa did with us. I can’t blow it, bro.




        I’d better close now, and go unpack some

        boxes before she comes round. I thought I might find some jasmine – she says she loves the scent, just like Mom used to. Lord, but I still miss her.




        Write me soon, kiss Lolly for me, and see about

        that computer!




        Jackson


      


    


  




  

     

  




  2




  William




  Christ Almighty, the poor bastard was only forty-one. Seven years younger than me. And

  a damn sight fitter, according to Ella: tennis, cycling, jogging down the Thames towpath at weekends. You’re always reading about these health nuts keeling over in their running shorts,

  perfect specimens of physical fitness (apart from the unfortunate fact that they’re dead); but it wasn’t the running that gave him a heart attack. A fucking virus. Jesus.




  It makes you think. Shit, it could happen to anyone; I could be next. Ella says it’s not catching, it

  was just one of those freaky bugs that come out of nowhere, but let’s face it, she’s a paediatrician, not an immunologist—




  ‘Mr Ashfield, is everything OK?’




  I start. ‘Sorry, Carolyn, miles away.’




  My PA consults her notepad, nipples perking from the air-conditioning. ‘Joe needs an answer on the

  Brunswick proposal. I told him you’re still waiting to hear back from Natasha, said you’d be in touch after the weekend. He’s not happy, but he’ll live with it.’




  ‘Good. Did Sky get back to us yet about the Malinche Lyon interview?’




  ‘Still waiting to hear. You’ve got about a dozen messages from Andammon, they’re really

  keen—’




  ‘Not interested. We’ll have all our blue-chip clients beating a path out the door if we start

  representing footballers’ wives. Tell them we’re not taking anyone else on right now, and give them Clifford’s number.’




  Idly, I watch her pert derrière wiggle out of the room, then swivel my chair back towards the

  window, barely noticing the stunning floor-to-ceiling view of Canary Wharf. Funny how you can work towards something for years, and six months later it barely registers.




  I can’t get Ella’s husband out of my head. Which is ironic, given I’ve been screwing his

  wife on a regular basis for the last eight years and until he checked into the morgue a week ago I’d barely spared him a thought.




  I’m not bloody proud of it; messing about with another man’s wife isn’t something I take

  lightly. No question, if Jackson had twigged what was going on, he’d have been quite within his rights to nail my balls to a tree. But in my defence, it wasn’t as if I was going to

  break up the marriage. Perhaps, if it hadn’t been for Beth – if she wasn’t the way she is . . .




  It’s always been clearly understood, right from the outset, that divorce wasn’t an option for

  either of us; all the more so after Cyprus. Ella wouldn’t have it any other way.




  Still. She was in my bed when she found out her husband had turned

  up his toes. Hardly my fault, but it makes me feel a bit of a prick none the less.




  Of course, now she’s convinced it would’ve made a difference if she’d been

  with him. Says she might have seen the signs; though as I understand it, the whole problem is that there weren’t any.




  I’ve never known Ella feel guilty before. She doesn’t experience the self-doubt that plagues us

  ordinary mortals; that kind of confidence is very sexy. Handy, too, for a doctor; if you second-guessed yourself over every life-or-death decision, you’d wind up off your head. But I suppose

  that kind of hubris catches up with everyone in the end. Even brazen, beautiful Ella.




  I rub my hand over my face, trying to dispel a lingering weariness. Haven’t been sleeping all that

  well lately. Beth isn’t doing too brilliantly at the moment. I keep hoping she’s just missing the boys, that we’re not back on the slippery slope, but in the meantime

  there’s a lot of slack for me to pick up at home, and of course Cate is at that stage – mothers and daughters, never easy even in a normal household.




  And now Ella. Hard to know how things are going to go there. Suddenly single. Available, after all these

  years.




  I hope she’s not going to go getting any ideas about us. She

  seems to be taking it in her stride, as usual, but you never know. Even caught myself playing the old ‘What if?’ game once or twice. Jackson dying has rather put the cat amongst the

  pigeons, all in all—




  My mobile buzzes. ‘Cate,’ I exclaim, pleased. An unsolicited phone call from my

  seventeen-year-old daughter is a rare honour. ‘I was just thinking about you—’




  ‘Dad,’ she interrupts, ‘I think you’d better come home. Quickly.’




  

    The house is cold and silent when I open the front door. Instantly, I smell burning. I

    throw my briefcase on to the hall table and sprint into the kitchen. Inside the Aga are the charred remains of the steak-and-kidney stew I put in it at six o’clock this morning. I slam my

    fist against the wall. Damn it, Beth! I may not be Jamie Oliver in the kitchen, but I was up at sparrow’s fart to peel bloody carrots in the dark! All

    I asked you to do was take the fucking casserole out mid-morning. Is that really too much to ask?




    I throw the blackened dish in the sink and run the hot tap, holding on to my temper with difficulty.

    It’s not her fault. It’s not her fault. But Jesus Christ almighty, it isn’t mine either.




    Upstairs, Cate’s bedroom door is closed. The faint back-beat of music echoes down the hall. I raise

    my hand to knock, and then think better of it. Cate’s pretty savvy, but at the end of the day she’s still a child. She should be obsessing over pop stars and clothes and worrying

    about her exams, not helping me hold it together while her mother falls apart on us. Again.




    In our room, Beth is sitting on the edge of the unmade bed in her shapeless pink flannel nightdress, bare

    feet dangling over her towelling slippers. As far as I can tell, she hasn’t moved since I left her here this morning.




    Foreboding fills me. I haven’t seen her like this for years, not since Sam was small. I call her

    name, but she doesn’t respond. Even when I crouch down in front of her and say it again, she doesn’t show by so much as a flicker that she’s heard me.




    ‘Beth, baby, come on, you can’t do this to me. You have to try.’




    Gently, I take her chin between my thumb and forefinger and turn her head to look at me.

    She blinks, as if I’ve shone a light into her eyes.




    ‘I know you’re in there, darling. I’m not letting you just give up.’




    Her watery blue eyes are expressionless, but still lucid, I note with relief.




    ‘Come on, sweetheart. I know you miss the boys, but they’ll be back soon as term’s

    over. Sam has an exeat weekend soon, and Ben will be down from Oxford in just a few more weeks—’




    ‘I want to die,’ my wife says.




    Marvellous. Well, at least she’s talking.




    ‘You know you don’t mean that.’




    ‘I don’t want to feel like this any more. I want this to be over. I want to just not

    be.’




    I stand up and switch on the bedside lamp, flooding the room with light. Briskly, I draw the curtains

    that I flung open this morning. ‘That’s not an option, Beth. This isn’t exactly a party for me, either. But we’ll get through it, we always do. Perhaps we need to go back

    to Dr Stone and get another prescription. Up the dosage.’




    ‘I don’t want any more drugs.’




    Well, I bloody do. The kind Ben is secretly growing under the cloche by the apple tree in between the

    tomato plants, so the spiky leaves don’t give him away.




    ‘Beth, darling, you must see you can’t go on like this,’ I say through gritted teeth.

    ‘Look at you: you haven’t moved in over twelve hours. You haven’t even managed to get dressed or take dinner out of the oven, let alone look after Cate. Sweetheart, you

    can’t even look after yourself!’




    Her still-pretty face is a blank mask. I have no idea what – if anything – is

    going on inside her head. I hate it when she shuts down like this.




    I resist the sudden urge to shake a response from her. She can’t help it. I have to keep telling

    myself that.




    ‘Look. If we need to change your medicine, darling, that’s what we’ll do. I’ll

    take some time off work, God knows how, but we’ll go away for a bit, do whatever we have to—’




    ‘Don’t you get it?’ Beth cries unexpectedly. ‘This isn’t about the boys

    leaving. It’s not about anything. It’s me. It’s who I am. It’s not going to change. You

    can’t cheer me up or jolly me out of it with a trip to the seaside. Don’t you think I’d give anything not to be like this?’ She thumps her thigh with her fist.

    ‘I’d rather be dead than wake up one more morning feeling this way, and the only reason I’m still here is that I’m too much of a coward to do anything about it!’




    She buries her face in her hands, and I’m about to comfort her, to put my arms around her as I

    always do; but for once all I can think of is Ella, who has been my lifeline for eight years; strong, fearless Ella, knocked sideways in an instant by death. I am scared shitless of what it may

    mean for us, of all that I suddenly now stand to lose.




    Fear explodes into anger.




    ‘Death may be better for you, but what about those you leave behind?’ I demand. ’What

    about Ben, and Cate, and Sam? What about me?’




    ‘You’d be better off without me.’




    To my shame, I don’t contradict her. I’ve soothed and calmed my troubled wife for twenty-one

    years, biting my tongue and getting on with things. I may not have kept all my vows, God forgive me, but I’ve stuck with the one that really mattered: she’s my wife, in sickness and

    in health. Even at her worst, even when she doesn’t know her own name. I’ve loved her as hard as I can, in the best way I know how. Of course I’ve had the odd fling –

    Christ, I’m only human – but nothing serious, not until Ella. And she made it clear from the start that she wasn’t going to leave her husband, so that took divorce off the table

    once and for all.




    But suddenly the well of sympathy has run dry. I’m exhausted from carrying Beth day after day after

    bloody day. I’m tired of her depression and inertia and sheer relentless fucking misery.




    ‘Pull yourself together, Beth,’ I say sharply, and walk out of the room.


  




  

    It started when Cate was born. Beth had always been a bit highly strung, but until then

    I’d put it down to a mixture of PMT and artistic temperament – we’d met at her student exhibition at St Martin’s, where a cousin of mine was also showing. I forget how we

    got talking. Beth didn’t graduate, of course. Ben put paid to that, halfway through her final year.




    At twenty, she was seven years my junior, and pretty, in a virginal, girl-next-door way. She had an

    old-fashioned air about her; it was partly the way she wore her fair hair in a shoulder-length bob held off her face with an Alice band, partly the way she dressed, in cashmere twinsets and

    pearls – more débutante than starving artist – but more than anything it was the vulnerability in her pale blue eyes. She seemed fragile, damaged, in need of fixing. I was

    looking for a science project, and Beth Llewellyn was it.




    She also fucked like a rabbit. I’d never met a woman who wanted sex as often as Beth; it was all

    the more erotic for being so unexpected. I’d spent the previous ten years courting bankruptcy with flash dinners and flowers to get girls into bed; now here was this shy English rose

    practically ripping my clothes off every time I walked through the door.




    Stupidly, I’d assumed she was taking precautions. It was only after she’d skipped two periods

    that she told me, in her artless way, that she’d stopped taking the pill because it made her feel sick. Of course I offered to marry her. I’d been searching for a way to stick it to

    my bitch of a mother – and she’d never liked Beth.




    At our wedding, everyone agreed we made the perfect couple. Admittedly, I wasn’t exactly

    head-over-heels, but we got on well, we were comfortable together – and the sex was frequent, if a little vanilla. I’d never made any secret of wanting to settle down with a nice

    ordinary girl who’d be happy to look after hearth and home while I went out and earned a crust. No tricky career women for me; I’d had enough of ball-breaking alpha females for one

    lifetime. I had no intention of ending up like my poor bloody father.
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