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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times . . . it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way.

 
A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens




Prologue

A time near to now

It happened just before 4 p.m. on Friday, 22 August, after a brief thunderstorm. The end-of-week traffic had packed the M4 in both directions, heavy enough to hold cars in the fast lane just within the speed limit, light enough to keep all three lanes moving. Viewed on the CCTV cameras, everything looked orderly and under control.

At one minute to four, a lorry travelling eastwards towards London appeared to swerve suddenly, and then accelerated towards the central reservation, cutting through it with lethal force; and then turned in on itself, its trailer twisting and half rearing before falling onto its side, slithering along the road into the oncoming traffic and finally coming to a halt just short of the hard shoulder. Where it burst open, not only the doors, but the roof and sides, discharging its burden of freezers, fridges, washing machines, dryers, some tossed into the air with the force, some skidding and sliding along the motorway, a great tide of deadly flotsam, hitting cars and coaches in its path.

A mini-bus driving westwards in the fast lane became impacted in the undercarriage of the lorry; a Golf GTi immediately behind it swung sideways and rammed into one of the lorry’s wheels. A vast unyielding dam of vehicles braking, swerving, skidding, was formed: growing by the moment.

Back on the eastbound side of the carriageway, the cars immediately behind the lorry smashed into it and one another; one hit the central reservation so hard it became embedded in it, and the dozen or so after that, with an advantage of perhaps two or three seconds’ warning, crashed into one another relentlessly but  comparatively harmlessly, like bumper cars in a fairground.

The freezers and refrigerators continued on their journey, more slowly now, but still with lethal effect; one car hitting them head-on made a 180-degree turn, and was struck by an oncoming motorbike; another shot sideways and hit the central reservation.

Up and down on the road, then, stillness formed and a strange semi-silence overtook the scene, engines stopped, horns hushed . . . but soon to be replaced by other hideous sounds, of human screaming and canine barking, and through it all the absolutely incongruous noise of music from car radios.

And then a mass of mobiles, in hands that were able to hold them, called the police, the ambulance service, called home. And even as they did so, the chaos spread out its great tentacles, reaching far, far down the road in both directions so that hundreds were unable to escape from it.

Within the space of perhaps thirty or forty seconds, chance—that absolutely irresistible force—had taken its capricious hold on the time and the place. It had disrupted the present, distorted the future, replaced order with chaos, confidence with fear and control with impotence. Lives were ended for some, changed for ever for others; and a most powerful game of Consequences was set in train.




Part One

Before




Chapter 1

Laura Gilliatt often said—while reaching for the nearest bit of wood, or tapping her own lovely head, for she was deeply superstitious—that her life was simply too good to be true. And the casual observer—or indeed quite a beady-eyed one—would have been hardpressed not to agree with her. Married to a husband she adored, Jonathan Gilliatt, the distinguished gynaecologist and obstetrican, and with three extremely attractive and charming children, with a career of her own as an interior designer, just demanding enough to save her from any possible boredom, but not so much that she could not set it aside when required, by any domestic crisis large or small, such as the necessity to attend an important dinner or conference with her husband or the sickbed or nativity play of one of her children.

The family owned two beautiful houses: one on the River Thames at Chiswick and a second in the Dordogne area of France; they also had a timeshare in a ski chalet in Méribel. Jonathan earned a great deal of money from his private practice at Princess Anne’s, an extremely expensive hospital for women just off Harley Street, but he was also a highly respected NHS consultant, heading up the obstetric unit at St Andrew’s, Bayswater. He was passionately opposed to the modern trend for elective caesarians, both in his private practice and the NHS; in his opinion they were a direct result of the compensation culture and therefore of the workings of the devil. Babies were meant to be pushed gently into the world by their mothers, he said, not yanked abruptly out in the more brutal environment of the operating theatre. This put him on the receiving line of a great deal of criticism from certain feminist branches of the media.

The beady-eyed observer would also have noted that he was deeply in love with his wife, while also enjoying the adoration of his patients; and that his son Charlie and his daughters Daisy and Lily—his two little flowers as he called them—all thought he was completely wonderful.

In his wife he had an absolute treasure, as he often told not only her but the world in general; for as well as being beautiful, Laura was sunny-natured and sweet-tempered, and indeed, this same observer studying her quite intently as she went through her days, raising her family, running her business, entertaining her friends, would have found it hard to catch her in any worse humour than mild irritation or even raising her voice. If this did happen, it was usually prompted by some bad behaviour on the part of her children, such as Charlie who was eleven, sneaking into the loo with his Nintendo when he had had his hour’s ration for the day, or Lily and Daisy, who were nine and seven, persuading the au pair, Helga, that their mother had agreed that they could watch High School Musical for the umpteenth time until well after they were supposed to be in bed.

They were all too young to be committing any more heinous crimes; it would have seemed safe to conclude, given their hugely privileged upbringing, that it was fairly unlikely that they ever would.

The Gilliatts had been married for thirteen years: ‘Lucky, lucky years,’ Jonathan had said, presenting Laura with a Tiffany Eternity ring on the morning of their anniversary. ‘I know it’s not a special anniversary, darling, but you deserve it, and it comes with all my love.’

Laura was so overcome with emotion that she burst into tears and then smiled through them as she looked at the lovely thing on her finger; and after that, having consulted the clock on their bedroom fireplace, decided she should express her gratitude to Jonathan, not only for the ring but the thirteen happy years, in a rather practical way—with the result that she got seriously behind in her school-run schedule and all three children were clearly going to be late.

‘And I don’t have a very seemly excuse,’ she wailed to Jonathan, leaning out of the window of the Range Rover to kiss him goodbye. ‘Whatever can I say?’

‘Say your husband got held up.’

‘Don’t be filthy.’

Laura had been nineteen and still a virgin when she had met Jonathan—‘probably the last in London,’ she said. This was not due to any particular moral rectitude, but because until him, she had honestly never fancied anyone enough to want to go to bed with them. She fancied Jonathan quite enough, however, and found the whole experience ‘absolutely lovely’, as she told him. They were married a year later.

‘I do hope I’m going to cope with being Mrs Gilliatt—quite an important career,’ she said just a little anxiously, a few days before the wedding, and: ‘Of course you will,’ he told her. ‘You fit the job description perfectly. And you’ll grow into it beautifully.’

As indeed she had, taking her duties very seriously. She loved cooking and entertaining, and had discovered a certain flair for interior design. When they had been married a year, and their own lovely house was finished to both their satisfaction, she asked Jonathan if he would mind if she took a course and perhaps dabbled in it professionally.

‘Of course not, darling—lovely idea. As long as you can do it from home and can cope with any problems on your own. I don’t want to come second to any difficult clients.’

Laura promised him he wouldn’t, and he never had. And neither, as the babies arrived, in neat, two-yearly intervals, did they. For many years, until Daisy was at school, she simply devoted herself to them, and was perfectly happy. She did have to work quite hard at reassuring Jonathan that he still came first in her life, and was slightly surprised at his impatience and near-jealousy created by the demands of the children; she had imagined he was rather more mature than that. Clearly her mother had been right, she reflected, and all men were children at heart. For the first few years therefore, she employed a full-time nanny, for the demands of Jonathan’s professional life on her time were considerable, and he liked her to be totally available to him.

But when Daisy went to school, Laura began quite tentatively to work—small things, finding new curtains for one house, revamping a bathroom for another—and found she loved it ‘in spite of the  clients’. She had a particular flair for colour, for using the unexpected, and it was for that she was beginning to earn a small reputation. But it all remained little more than a hobby, very much what she did in her spare time: which was not actually in very large supply.

But that was how Jonathan liked it; and therefore she liked it too.

Spring that year had been especially lovely; it arrived early and stayed late, perfect green and gold days, so that as early as April, Laura was setting the outside table for lunch every Saturday and Sunday, and as May wore on, she and Jonathan would eat dinner outside as well, and watch the soft dusk settle over the garden, and listen to the sounds of the river in the background—the hooting of tugs, the partying pleasure boats, the occasional rush of water as a police launch sped along, the raw cries of the gulls.

‘How lucky we are,’ she said more than once, maybe more than a hundred times, smiling at Jonathan across the table: and he would raise his glass to her and reach for her hand and tell her he loved her.

But now it was midsummer and this being England, the rain had arrived: day after relentless day it fell from dark grey skies. Barbecues and summer parties were being cancelled, floaty summer dresses put away (and jeans and wellies pulled resentfully out of cupboards), the shops were holding what they called End of Season Sales and there was a stampede for flights to Majorca and Ibiza, for restorative weeks and even long weekends in the sun.

For the Gilliatts, there was no such stampede. Laura was packing, as she did every year, for their annual pilgrimage to the lovely golden-stoned farmhouse in the Dordogne, near Sarlat, where the sun would shine down unstintingly on them, heating the water in the pool, ripening the greengages in their garden and the grapes on the verandah-vine, and warming the stones on the terrace so that the lizards might siesta in the afternoons along with their landlords.

‘And thank goodness for it,’ she said. ‘Poor Serena is so dreading the holidays, keeping the boys amused all those weeks—well, months really . . .’

Jonathan said just slightly shortly that he had thought the Edwardses were off to some five-star hotel in Nice, not to mention the ten days they would spend with the Gilliatts on the way down. Laura said well, that was true, but it still only added up to just over three weeks and that left six or even seven in London.

Jonathan said that most of his NHS patients would not regard that as too much of a hardship, given the three and a half weeks of luxury sunshine. He was less fond of Mark and Serena Edwards than Laura was. Mark was a Public Relations consultant for a big City firm, buffed over-smooth by years of networking and contacting and charming, and Serena was Laura’s best friend and, in Jonathan’s view, made Laura the repository of just too many confidences and secrets. But they were, officially at least, the Gilliatts’ best friends, and Serena and Laura nurtured many a fantasy about (amongst other things) the weddings of Tim and Jack Edwards to Lily and Daisy Gilliatt.

Jonathan was not able, of course, to spend nine weeks in the Dordogne; he took as much of his annual leave as he could and for the rest of the time flew out each Friday afternoon to Toulouse and back each Monday, or if he could juggle sufficiently with his clinics, even Tuesday morning.

They all missed him, of course, but there was still so much to do, swimming, cycling, shopping in the endless markets, and meeting and visiting and entertaining all the countless other English families in the vicinity that they were almost surprised to find him joining them once more for supper in the thick, sweet-scented air.

And so, as she read reports of what appeared to be almost continuous rain in England, and indeed listened to friends in England complaining about it, and telling her how lucky she was not to be there, Laura savoured the long golden days even more than usual, and even more than usual counted her own multiple blessings.

Linda Di-Marcello was aware that she also was fairly fortunate; which meant that, given her line of work, she was doing very well indeed. Linda ran a theatrical agency, and as she often said, her own role was a complex one. She was, in almost equal parts, nanny, therapist and hustler. It was both exhausting and stressful, and she  threatened repeatedly to give it up and do something quite different. ‘Something really undemanding, like brain surgery,’ she would say with a grin. But she knew she never would; she loved it all too much.

Her name, which everyone assumed she must have made up, but which actually she owed to her first husband, was well known in London. The agency’s name was actually Di-Marcello & Carr; Francis Carr was her ‘non-sleeping partner’ as he put it, a gay banker who adored her, had faith in her, and had put up the money for the agency in return for ‘absolutely no involvement and forty per cent of the profits’. So far it had worked very well.

She was thirty-six, an acknowledged beauty, with dark red hair, dark brown eyes and a deep, Marlene Dietrich-style voice, and she had been to drama school herself, before deciding she couldn’t hack the long slog into stardom or more likely non-stardom, and that she rather liked the idea of agenting. She had had the agency for what felt alternately a very long and a very short five years; before that she had worked for several of the established organisations, before setting out on her own. And she had proved to have a talent for it; she could look at an apparently plain, shy girl and see her shining on the screen; at a charmless, ungracious lout and know he could play Noël Coward.

She didn’t have many big stars on her books—yet. She had Thea Campbell, who had just won a BAFTA for her Jo in the new BBC version of Little Women, and Dougal Hargreaves, who had just been cast as the grown-up Billy in the sequel to Billy Elliot, and three or four more who were almost as successful, but she had a big battery of middle-rankers, mostly picked out by herself from the drama schools, almost all of whom were carving out good careers for themselves. But it wasn’t easy. Her younger clients particularly found it hard to face reality; they were inevitably disappointed with the slow progress, and while most of them coped with it well, did part-time jobs in bars and restaurants or worked for pocket money as runners for the TV companies, a handful were trouble, emotionally needy, impatient, and at worst disparaging of the work Linda could get them.

‘You know,’ she said irritably to Francis Carr, over one of their frequent dinners, which were closer to therapy sessions for her than  a business progress report, ‘I long to tell these kids that what they possess is actually quite an ordinary talent. Specially the dancers, but the actors too. Thousands and thousands of young people can do what they do and do it superbly well; they need an awful lot of luck and star quality to stand out. And most of them don’t have those things. They’re an ungrateful bunch on the whole, you know. Nothing ever’s good enough for them.’

Francis said that the same could be said of his clients, who never felt their money was invested quite well enough or that he gave any of them quite enough of his attention. ‘It’s human nature, Linda, a fact of working life.’

‘I guess. I don’t suppose many of your clients have temper tantrums in your office though.’

‘You’d be surprised. They come pretty close to it sometimes.’

‘Well, OK. I’m obviously making a big fuss about nothing. And when somebody does take off and I know I’ve been a key part of that, it’s still a great feeling.’

‘I’m sure. Had anyone taking off recently?’

‘Not exactly. It’s all been a bit run of the mill this summer—if you can call it summer. That’s probably what’s getting to me.’

‘I don’t think so,’ he said, with a grin. ‘You’re always complaining about it.’

‘Am I? God, how depressing for you. Sorry, Francis. I’ll try and be a bit more positive in future.’

Linda lived in a mansion apartment block just off Baker Street; her flat was large and luxurious, expensively furnished in a mix of antique and contemporary, and absolutely immaculate. Her office—a sleek modern suite near Charlotte Street—was equally so. Linda was a perfectionist—in every aspect of her life. Obsessively tidy, awesomely efficient and possessed of a grinding ambition and determination, she was, by any standards, a hugely successful woman. And yet, she quite often felt, in spite of the professional success, that she was actually a failure.

She was lonely: and however much she told herself that she had a far better life now, happily single rather than unhappily married, she didn’t really believe it. No amount of self-indulgence, of looking at the rows of designer clothes she was able to buy, and the treasures she was able to fill her flat with—the expensive furniture,  her collections of Art Deco figures and lamps, her growing gallery of modern paintings—properly made up for it. She would have given all of it—well, most of it, anyway, plus the fact that she could do whatever she liked, whenever she liked—in order not to be alone, and not to be lonely. She had girlfriends who genuinely didn’t seem to mind, who revelled in their single condition. Linda did mind and she didn’t revel in it. She did have a social life—by most people’s standards a glamorous one. But it wasn’t quite the sort she wanted. Of course, singledom was perfectly respectable these days. It had to be, with so many women on their own. And Sex and the City had actually made it fashionable, which helped.

It had its own pleasures and conventions, its own codes. Nobody had to sit at home staring at the cat any more; you could lift the phone, call girlfriends or manfriends, propose any kind of outing, spend your own money, organise your own time. During the week it was fine, she often worked late, and there were theatres and film screenings to go to; and she did plan her weekends carefully, making sure they were fully booked weeks or even months ahead. She did a lot of quick trips—flips as she called them—to Paris, Milan, Rome, usually with one of her single girlfriends, to visit galleries and shop; she was a member of various theatrical and musical associations, a Friend of Covent Garden, of Sadler’s Wells and the RSC. It would certainly take a fairly remarkable man to deliver so indulgent a lifestyle.

But—it wasn’t actually what she wanted: it was cool and demanding, and somehow self-conscious, when she yearned for warmth and ease. The closest she got to that these days was with Francis.

What she hated and was almost afraid of were solitary weekends, and she struggled desperately to avoid them. Friday was a particularly bad night to be on your own, or even out with a girlfriend, with London packed as it was with the partying young. And from there it was downhill all the way; she tended to sink into a mist of negativism round about teatime on Saturday, developing into a full-blown depression roughly two hours later, and would then sit in front of the TV, determined not to give in and go to bed, drinking rather too much wine, and wondering if perhaps she should have given Mr Di-Marcello another chance instead of throwing him out of the house at the discovery of his first affair.

But she knew, deep down, that she had done the right thing. That was the point, it would only have been the first one—he was about as monogamous as a tom cat. But the divorce had hurt horribly, a misery arguably greater even than that caused by the affair; and had been followed by a second bad relationship, with another charmer, another philanderer, who had been seeing another girl almost before he had moved into Linda’s apartment. She had an eye for a rotter, Linda often thought gloomily. She didn’t exactly want domesticity, she didn’t want children, and she certainly didn’t want to take on a man with a ready-made family as so many of her friends seemed to be doing; but she did want someone to share things with, pleasures and anxieties, jokes and conversations—and, of course, her bed.

She did share her bed, from time to time, with men she fancied, who made her laugh, who interested and intrigued her, but no one since The Charmer (she tried not to refer to him, even in her painful memories, by his name, finding it easier to consign him to her mental dustbin that way) had quite qualified as candidates for fulltime life-sharing.

Nor did she meet that many; the world she moved in contained an exceptionally large number of gay men, and still more addicts of one kind or another: ‘The London branch of the AA is incredibly A-list,’ as a young actress had astutely remarked, and indeed, the meetings were regarded as an excellent opportunity for networking.

‘I want a solicitor,’ she wailed to her friends. ‘I want a bank manager, I want an accountant,’ and they would tell her that she wanted no such thing, and of course they were right in one way and quite wrong in another, for what were accountants and bank managers and solicitors but synonyms for reliable and sensible and loyal?

The fact was, she no longer felt free; she felt lonely and insecure. What was the matter with her? Why couldn’t she form good relationships, or even if she could, then give them lasting power?

Was it such a big ask? Not just to fall but be in love? Whole-heartedly, wondrously, thunderously, orgasmically in love? It did seem to be. She really couldn’t see how it was ever going to happen again.

‘Only five weeks to the wedding. I just can’t believe it!’

Barney Fraser looked at his fiancée, in all her prettiness and sweetness, and sighed. ‘I think I can,’ he said, and he could hear his own voice, just slightly heavy, belying his smile.

‘Barney! That doesn’t sound very positive. Aren’t you looking forward to it?’

‘Yes,’ he said quickly. ‘Yes, of course I am.’

‘It’s the speech, isn’t it? But you’ll be fine, I know you will. It’s such a huge responsibility, but think how good you were at your parents’ anniversary party. Totally brilliant. I was so proud of you.’

‘Well . . .’

‘Barney, you were. Honestly.’

‘Well, thank you,’ he said carefully, grateful for her support, ‘and I expect you’re right. It is a big worry.’

‘Of course it is. But unnecessary. It’s all going to be wonderful—if it stops raining, that is. Pity it’s not September, that’s usually more reliable, much better than the summer actually. Wouldn’t you say?’

‘What? I mean no. I mean—’

‘Barney, you’re not listening to me. Are you?’

‘Sorry, Amanda. I was . . . well, I was thinking about something else. I’m very sorry.’ Actually he was thinking about the wedding; he thought about it more and more. Well, not the wedding. More the marriage.

‘Thinking about what?’

‘Oh, just work. Sorry. More wine?’

‘Yes, please.’

He grinned at her and refilled her glass; there was nothing he could really say about his misgivings over the wedding. It was too late and it wouldn’t help. It wasn’t his own wedding, for God’s sake, that he had misgivings about. It was Toby’s, and Toby was old enough, surely, to look after himself.

Amanda was so thrilled at being chief bridesmaid; the bride was one of her very best friends. And when she and Barney got married the following spring, Tamara would be her chief bridesmaid, or best woman or whatever they decided to call her. And Toby would be Barney’s best man.

Toby wasn’t just one of Barney’s best friends, he was absolutely  his best friend. They were as close as two people could be, had been ever since prep school when they had lain in their small beds the first night, side by side, each smiling gallantly, refusing to admit either of them felt remotely homesick. It had helped so much, in those early days, the friendship, as much as the pretending did. Once you gave in to the tears, allowed yourself to think properly about home and your mother and all that, you’d had it really. And the friendship had never faltered—intensified, Barney always thought, by the fact they were both only children, and having no siblings at home to play with, were soon spending time with one another in the holidays as well as the term.

They had stayed cheerfully together right through prep school and then into leaving Harrow; then after the separation of university, Toby at Durham, Barney at Bristol, there was the delight of discovering that they were both applying for jobs in the City where they managed to end up not at the same investment bank, that would have been too much of a cliché, but to closely neighbouring establishments, either side of Bishopsgate.

Toby was just the best: clever, funny, cool and plain old-fashioned nice. Barney didn’t like to think of their friendship in terms of love, since that was corny and slushy and anyway, these days if you said you were terribly fond of another bloke, people presumed you were gay. But he did love Toby; and admired him and enjoyed his company more than that of anyone else in the world—except Amanda, obviously. Not that you could compare how you felt for your best friend and your fiancée: it was totally different. What was great was that despite their both being engaged and setting up home and all that sort of thing, they were still able to see an enormous amount of one another. Were still really close. And while being Toby’s best man was clearly inevitable, just as Toby would be his, it was still a great honour and Barney had been extremely chuffed about it.

And the two girls were great friends, both worked in the City as well. It was very neat: Amanda in Human Resources at Toby’s bank, Tamara on the French desk at Barney’s. There was no reason why they should not all remain friends for the rest of their lives.

It was just that . . . well, it was just that Barney didn’t think—no, it was stronger than that, he knew—that Tamara wasn’t good enough for Toby. He’d struggled not to think that, but she just wasn’t. OK, she was gorgeous and sexy and clever, and their flat in Limehouse was absolutely sensational, totally minimal, more to Barney’s taste if he was honest than the small house he and Amanda had bought in Clapham. It didn’t matter at all to him really, but it was a bit too fussy, full of clever ideas that Amanda had found in the house magazines and copied, without considering whether it all worked together properly. But still, it was great and she was great and he loved her, of course, and not having much of a visual sense himself, he just accepted it all. There were more important things in life than décor.

Amanda was solid gold, through and through. Tamara, he felt, was composed of some rather questionable nickel, under her lovely skin. She was selfish, she was spoiled—first by her doting parents, and now, of course, by Toby—extremely possessive, dismissive of Toby’s feelings and given to putting him down, albeit with her rather sparky humour, when it suited her. Amanda would never do that; she not only thought Barney was wonderful, she showed it; she told him and everyone else so repeatedly, it could be a bit embarrassing sometimes, actually, but—well, she was great and he really loved her. Toby really loved Tamara too, and he seemed unaware of any shortcomings she might have; he occasionally said that he had to get back early or Tamara would want to know the reason why, or that he would be in trouble for this, that or the other, but it was very much tongue in cheek, and he had certainly been an angel over the build-up to the wedding, agreeing to everything she wanted, even their honeymoon in the Maldives when Barney knew that sort of place bored him and he would have loved to do something less conventional like travelling across India by train, which he had always longed to do. But, ‘It’s her wedding,’ he would say easily, apparently unaware of the irony of it, that it was his too. His loyalty to her was intense—a bit too intense, Barney thought sometimes, whenever he criticised her, however lightly.

So most of the time he played along to the fantasy that she was perfect and that Toby was just the luckiest guy in the world.

And with the stag do—a long weekend in New York—only a  fortnight away, it was really much too late to do or say anything about it at all.

He just remained uneasy about it; and couldn’t discuss it with anyone. Not even Amanda. Actually, least of all with Amanda. That was a bit worrying too.



Chapter 2

She’d done it now—there could be no turning back. Mary took a deep breath, stepped away from the letterbox and walked home again through the pouring rain, hoping and praying that she had done the right thing. In four or five days, the letter would arrive in New York, at Russell Mackenzie’s undoubtedly grand apartment, bearing the news that yes, she thought it would be lovely if he came to England and they met once again, after all these long, long years apart.

Of course it might ruin everything, ruin over sixty years of friendship, and replace happy old memories with awkward new ones. She could only hope not. And she really didn’t think so.

Sixty-three years since they’d said goodbye, she and Russell; she’d stood in his arms at Liverpool Street Station, surrounded by dozens of other couples, the girls all crying, the soldiers in their uniforms holding them close, but she’d known she hurt the most; it was almost unbearable, and when finally she had to let him go, it was like a physical agony, as if some part of her had been wrenched off. And she’d stood watching him walk down the platform, then climb into the train, waving to her one last time . . . and she’d gone home and run up to her room, and cried all night and wanted to die. Literally. She had loved him so much and he had loved her too. She knew he had. It wasn’t just that he’d told her so, he’d demonstrated it over and over again. Well, he’d asked her to marry him, for goodness sake! But she hadn’t accepted; it had been too frightening, too unimaginable, to go away, all those miles away from everyone she knew and loved. And anyway, she was spoken for, engaged, even if she didn’t have a ring on her finger; she was engaged to Donald, sweet gentle Donald, who was coming home to her, to make her his wife.

These days it would have been different, of course; no girl would remain loyal to a man when she thought she might be in love with another, just because she had promised. And to be fair, she knew at least two girls who had ditched their English fiancés and gone off as GI brides, sailed 3,000 miles to marry the dashing Yanks who brought them nylons and took them out for fancy meals and told them of the wondrous places they would be living in, big houses with swimming pools and two cars in the garage. It hadn’t always turned out like that, of course; she had heard that Dottie Bradshaw for one had been met at the docks in New York by her handsome soldier lover and taken to a rotten little house in some godforsaken suburb where she had to live with her mother-in-law as well as him, and not a Cadillac in sight.

She had been so surprised when Russell continued to write to her; she had thought their romance would be over, a closed book, with The End written in curly writing as she waved him off on the train, but he had done so almost as soon as he arrived back in the States. I want us still to be friends, Mary, he wrote. I can’t face life totally without you, even if I can’t be with you.

She had agreed to that, of course: what harm in letters? Nobody could object to that, think it was wrong. And the letters had flown backwards and forwards across the Atlantic ever since.

He had sent pictures, first of himself and his very grand-looking parents and their very grand-looking house, and later, as time passed and wounds healed and lives inevitably progressed, of his bride, Nancy; and she had written of her marriage to Donald and sent pictures of the two of them on their wedding day, and of the little house they had bought in Croydon. And later still, they exchanged news and photographs of their babies, her two and Russell’s three, and sent Christmas and birthday cards to one another. Donald had never known; she hadn’t deliberately kept it from him, of course, but she had seen no reason to tell him either. He wouldn’t have believed that Russell had only been a friend, and he would have been quite right not to believe it either.

The letters arrived about once a month, usually after Donald had gone to work. If one did happen to arrive on a Saturday, and he saw it, she would say it was from her American penfriend. Which was true, she told herself. He was. In a way. Russell’s stories of grand  houses and Cadillacs and swimming pools were clearly true; his parents were rich, with an apartment in New York and a house in somewhere called Southampton. It didn’t seem too much like the Southampton Mary knew; it was full of big houses and people played polo there and sailed on the ocean in their yachts. He and Nancy spent every weekend at the Southampton house, and when his parents died, he inherited it.

It had been a happy marriage, as far as Mary could make out; as hers to Donald had been. But Nancy had died when she was only fifty-two, of cancer, and Russell had married again, to a woman called Margaret. Mary had been very upset about that, she wasn’t sure why, and absurdly comforted when Russell told her it was only so the children had a mother figure.

Donald had died on his seventy-fifth birthday, had had a heart attack while the house was full of his beloved family; Mary honestly believed he went perfectly happy. It had been a peaceful, uneventful marriage, full of tenderness. Donald had been a wonderful husband; he had never made much money, had worked away happily at his job in an insurance company and had no ambitions to change it.

As long as he could come home every night to Mary and the children, he said, and knew he could pay all the bills, he was content. He loved birds and birdwatching and went off with a friend every other Sunday—‘I wouldn’t leave you every Sunday, Mary, it wouldn’t be right’—and would come back full of excitement and stories of birds spotted through the binoculars she had given him on their tenth wedding anniversary, his Box Brownie camera full of photographs. She had never wanted to go with him, even when the children were grown up. She didn’t really like birds, found them disturbing. And besides, she relished the peace. Those Sunday afternoons were when she wrote to Russell.

She had kept all his letters, and photographs, safely hidden in her underwear drawer tucked in empty packets of sanitary towels; she knew Donald would no more look in there than fly to the moon. And every so often, she would get them out and relive it all, the wonderful passionate romance that had led to a lifetime of secret happiness.

And then last year, Russell had written to tell her that Margaret  had died. She was a very loving wife and mother and I hope I made her happy, he said. And now we are both alone, and I wonder how you would feel if at last we were reunited? I’ve been thinking of making a trip to England and we could meet.

He had been over occasionally on business, she knew that, but they had never met. It would have been unthinkable. Just the same, she often thought how odd it was that from time to time they had only been a few hundred miles apart, rather than thousands—and yet still really no nearer.

Mary’s initial reaction had been one of panic. What would he think, confronted by the extremely ordinary old lady she had become? He was so clearly used to sophistication, to a great deal of money, to fine birds in very fine feathers; she was indeed his ‘little London sparrow’, the name he had given her all those years ago. And all right, she lived in a very nice little house now, on the outskirts of Bristol, where she and Donald had moved when he had retired, to be near their beloved daughter Christine and her family, and she had a few nice clothes, and she was lucky, because she had kept her figure. So many of her friends had let themselves go, but she was still slim, so if she did get dressed up she looked all right; but her very best outfits came from Debenhams, the everyday ones from Marks & Spencer, her hair was grey, of course, and a rather dull grey at that, not the dazzling white she had hoped to inherit from her mother, and she had very little to talk about. Her most exciting outings were to the cinema, and they were precious few, or playing whist or canasta with her friends. And although she tried to keep up with the news, she found it all very confusing, specially with foreign affairs, was never quite sure which side who was on; and then Russell spent a lot of his life at things called ‘benefits’, which seemed to cover all sorts of exciting events, theatrical, musical, even sporting. Whatever would they talk about?

But he had ignored her excuses and protests, rejected her argument that they might spoil everything if they met again now—what’s to spoil? Only memories and no one can hurt them—and gradually persuaded her that a rendezvous would be at worst very interesting and fun and at best wonderful.

I want to see you again, my very dear little Sparrow. Fate has kept us apart, let’s see if we can’t cheat her while there is still time.

It hadn’t been fate at all, as far as Mary could see; it had been her own implacable resolve and just possibly cowardice, but gradually she came round, not to his view exactly, but to feeling that she would greatly regret it for whatever was left of her life, if she refused.

And so she had written to tell him so, saying that he should go ahead and make the arrangement for his visit, ‘ideally at the end of August’.

Which was only a few weeks away.

On that same rainy morning, Linda received a phone call from an independent production company; they were casting a new six-parter for Channel 4, a family-based psychological thriller.

‘Very meaty, very raw. We need a young black girl. Must be pretty, and cool as well, properly streetwise. First casting in three or four weeks’ time. If you’ve got anyone, email a CV and some shots.’

Linda did have someone, and she sent her details over straight away.

She’d had Georgia Linley on her books for just over a year and she was beginning to think it was a year too many. OK, she was gorgeous-looking and very, very talented; she’d picked her out from a large cast at an end-of-year production at her drama school, the only one of the cast she’d seriously considered and they’d all been pretty good, put her through her paces and taken her on. Since then it had been an uphill struggle. Georgia had not only been something of a star at college, and hated the crashdown into bit parts and commercials, she was also extremely impatient and volatile; had Linda realised exactly how much, she might not have taken her on in the first place. After every failed audition, she would turn up at the agency and weep endlessly, bewailing her own lack of talent combined with her own bad luck and Linda’s inability to help her or even understand the idiocy and blindness of the casting director she had just been to see. Initially, Linda was patient, as she was very fond of Georgia, but a year on and she actually dreaded her phone calls.

A very nice steady boyfriend had seemed to calm her for a while; Linda had prayed for the relationship to continue, but was hardly surprised when it ended. Sam was charming and very good looking,  but he was, not to put too fine a point on it, dull, an accountant with rather predictable ambitions. He had adored Georgia and would do anything to please her. The combination of all these factors rendered him a lot less suitable than he might have seemed.

Of course Georgia had problems—‘issues’ as the dreadful expression went; about her colour, about the fact that she was adopted, about her hugely successful, brilliant brother. But as Linda had tried to persuade her many times, none of those things were exactly professional drawbacks.

‘There are dozens of successful black actors these days.’

‘Oh really? Like who?’

Well, there was Adrian Lester and there was Sophie Okonedo and Chiwetel Ejiofor . . . and after that the list tailed to a halt. Dancers, yes, singers, yes, but not actors; she had tried to persuade Georgia to go for some chorus parts in musicals, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

‘I’m a lousy dancer, Linda, and you know it.’

‘Georgia, you’re not lousy. Maybe not Covent Garden standard, but extremely good, and you’ve got an excellent singing voice, and it’d be great experience. You’d almost certainly have got a part in  Chicago, or that revival of Hair or—’

‘Which folded after about three days. Great. Anyway, I don’t want to be a dancer. I want to act. OK?’

‘OK. But I’m trying very hard for you, Georgia. I don’t do miracles. You’ll just have to be patient.’

‘I’ll try. I’m sorry.’ And she’d give Linda the heartbreaking smile that was her speciality, and leave.

She still lived at home, in Cardiff, with her adoptive white parents. Linda had met them. Her father was a lecturer at Cardiff University, her mother a social worker—charming, slightly hippie middle-class folk—unsure how to manage the ambitions of the beautiful and brilliant cuckoos in their nest. Their other child, Michael, also black, blacker than Georgia, who was actually mixed race—a fact which added to her neuroses—was five years older than Georgia. A barrister, he was doing well in a London Chambers; he had gone to Cambridge from his Cardiff comprehensive, was acknowledged as extraordinarily clever.

He had been adopted by the Linleys when mixed-race adoptions  were still—just—acceptable; had it not been for him, they would probably not have been allowed to adopt Georgia. And while the children had been little it had been such a success; they had seemed happy, secure, well adjusted. As for the most part, Michael still was. There had been no point at which he could have claimed his colour had put a brake on his success; it probably even helped as political correctness smoothed his path at certain interviews, both at universities and in the legal world.

‘Which I’m not too happy with actually,’ he had told Linda cheerfully, ‘it’s so bloody patronising. But hey, I’ve made it, so who cares how? Only me. And I can live with it.’

He was a rather self-satisfied and arrogant young man.

Georgia was neither of those things, and was the more attractive for it.

Well, maybe this production would be her big chance, Linda thought, although, much more likely, it would not. She decided not to tell Georgia about it yet; she couldn’t face her unbearable disappointment if the production company never even wanted to see her.

People—non-medical people, that was—always reacted in the same way when they heard what Emma did. ‘You don’t look like a doctor,’ they said, in slightly accusatory tones. She would ask them politely what they thought a doctor did look like, but of course she knew perfectly well what they meant: most doctors were not blue eyed and blond and pretty, with long and extremely good legs. And although she liked looking the way she did, she had learned quite early on in her career that she might have been taken more seriously, had her appearance been more on the earnest side. As a houseman, she had started to wear longer skirts, tied her hair back in a ponytail, and didn’t wear much make-up; and now that she was a Senior House Officer and worked in A&E, she wore the compulsory uniform of regulation scrubs. But she sometimes thought she still looked more like a nurse in a Carry On film than the consultant obstetrician she was planning to become.

Emma’s official title was now Dr King, and she was working at St Mark’s, Swindon, the new state-of-the-art hospital opened by the Health Secretary earlier that year. She knew she was very lucky to  be there; it was not only superbly designed and multiple-disciplined, with extremely high-calibre staff, it was just near enough to London, where she had first trained, to see her friends. So many people had been shunted up North, a couple even to Scotland, or to really mediocre hospitals, which of course somebody had to go to, but when you had got a really good degree, as she had—a First from Cambridge—you didn’t want it frittered away.

She was really enjoying A&E. It was a funny thing to enjoy, she could see that—but apart from obstetrics it was her favourite department so far. It was so different every day; there was always something happening, and yes, you did have to cope with some awful things from time to time, major motor crashes, and heart-attacks, and terrible domestic accidents, burns and scalds, but a lot of the time it was quite mundane. And the whole A&E experience was very bonding, somehow. You shared so much, day after day, you worked together, sometimes under huge pressure, sometimes the reverse, but it had a culture and a language all of its own, and you made really good friends there, lasting relationships. And you felt you really were doing something, making people better, mending them there and then, which sounded a bit sentimental if you tried to put it into words, but it was the reason she had gone into medicine, for God’s sake, and it was far more satisfying than orthopaedics, for example, seeing people with terribly painful hips and backs and knowing it would be months before anyone could do anything for them at all, and then it wouldn’t be you.

She had spent three of the statutory four months now in A&E as SHO, and was really dreading moving on. Especially as her next department would be dermatology, which didn’t appeal to her at all. She had even considered, very briefly, becoming an A&E consultant, like Alex Pritchard, her present boss, but he had told her it was a mug’s game and that she’d never make any money.

‘Money isn’t everything though, is it?’ Emma had said.

‘Perhaps you could try telling my wife that,’ he’d said, and scowled and walked away; she never knew whether he was going to scowl or smile at her. He was a great untidy bear of a man, with a shock of black hair and beetling eyebrows to match, and very deepset brown eyes that peered lugubriously out at the world.  Emma adored him, even while being rather frightened of him; there were more scowls than smiles at the moment, as he was reputedly going through a very unpleasant divorce. But he was immensely supportive of her, praised her good work while not hesitating to criticise the bad, and when she diagnosed someone with IBS and sent them home and they came back in twenty-four hours with an acute appendicitis, he told her he had done exactly the same thing when he had been a junior surgeon.

‘You just have to remember, everyone makes mistakes. The only thing is, doctors bury theirs,’ he said cheerfully as he found her sobbing in the sluice, ‘and that woman is far from being buried. Although with her weight and her diet she probably soon will be. Now dry your eyes and we’ll go and see her and her appalling husband together . . .’

But obstetrics had remained her first love, and from the following summer, she would start applying for a registrarship.

Emma was twenty-eight, and as well as her exceptional looks was possessed of an extremely happy, outgoing personality. Everyone loved her; had she not had a considerable capacity for self-deprecation, and a slight tendency towards haplessness, she might have been regarded as oversweetened. She had grown up in Colchester where her father worked for a finance company and her mother was a secretary at the junior school that Emma and her brother and sister had all attended, before going on to the local comprehensive. It had been a very happy childhood, Emma often said, lots of fun, treats and friends, ‘but Dad was very ambitious for us, quite old-fashioned. We were all encouraged to work hard and aim high.’

Which Emma, by far the cleverest of the three, was certainly doing: a Cambridge place followed by a Cambridge First, and in a subject acknowledged as very tough was about as high as anyone could have hoped for. Her career thus far had been fairly exemplary; moreover, she had never thought for more than five minutes that she might have preferred to do something else. She loved medicine; it was as simple as that. She enjoyed every day, found the life hugely satisfying and absorbing, and remained extremely ambitious.

Emma looked at her watch: three o’clock. It was a Friday and it seemed to be going on for ever. She was on the 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. shift, and it had actually been one of the slow days. She felt tired too and her head ached. She’d been out very late last night; she should know better than to go out on a Thursday, but a couple of friends from Cambridge had turned up on the A&E doorstep and asked her to go out, and she really couldn’t say no. Although she could have said no to the third and fourth Appletini, which was currrently her favourite cocktail. She wasn’t very good at refusing cocktails.

Anyway, all being well, tonight she could go to bed early and tomorrow, she was going to London meet up with her boyfriend. She’d only been going out with him for three months, and he was the first boyfriend she had had who wasn’t a medic. She’d met him in a bar in London; she’d been with a crowd of friends from Uni and one of them, a lawyer, had worked with him briefly. His name was Luke Spencer and he worked for a management consultancy called Pullman. Emma wasn’t very clear what management consultants actually did, even after Luke had spent a considerable amount of time explaining it to her. She knew that when a company was in trouble, or less profitable than it would like, the directors often called in management consultants who would then—for a fee—solve all its problems.

That was Luke’s version. Her father’s was rather more cynical: ‘They ask to borrow your watch and then tell you the time.’

Luke’s working life could not have been more different from Emma’s; she sometimes felt, listening to him, that he never actually did anything, just went to meetings and made presentations. Clearly she must be wrong about this, since he earned what seemed to her an enormous amount of money and worked tremendously long days, almost as long as hers, but then while she went home exhausted and slumped in front of the television, Luke and his colleagues went out for dinner at expensive restaurants like the Gordon Ramsays and Petrus, and then on to extremely trendy clubs like Bungalow 8 and Boujis and Mahiki. Occasionally Emma and other WAGS, as Luke insisted on calling them rather to her irritation, were invited along on these evenings; the first time Luke had taken her to Boujis, Emma had practically burst with excitement, half expecting to see Prince Harry every time she  turned round. How Luke and his friends got on the guest-list there she couldn’t imagine.

The other thing that seemed to be extremely important if you were a management consultant was knowing the jargon: Luke was always throwing around phrases like ‘blue sky thinking’ and ‘shifting the spend’ and putting something ‘in the car park’—which didn’t mean your car, but an idea or a concept.

She liked being with Luke; he was cool and fun and funny, and he was certainly different from any medic she had ever known. He threw his money around, which was rather nice, hardly ever expected her to pay for herself, and he wore really nice clothes, dark suits and pink shirts and silk ties done in really big loose knots. He took all that very seriously too. He wouldn’t be in his suit today, she reflected, because it was Friday which was dress-down day and the blokes all wore chinos or even jeans. Not any old jeans obviously, not Gap or Levi’s, but Ralph Lauren or Dolce & Gabbana; and then shirts open at the neck and brown brogues. Dressing down or indeed up on any day was not something that figured large in Emma’s life; with the new bare below the elbows rule, anything went really. She secretly missed her white coat: lots of people did.

She wasn’t at all sure if she was actually in love with Luke, although she had decided she would like to be, and she was even less sure if he was in love with her; but it was very early days, too early to be even thinking about it, although she couldn’t help it, which was obviously significant. But they had a lot of fun together and she always looked forward enormously to seeing him. He was very sweet, and always tried to take her somewhere really nice, which made a change from medics who thought sitting in the pub together was a great night out. The other thing that she liked and that had surprised her was how much he respected her work.

‘It must be absolutely terrifying,’ he said, more than once, ‘life and death in your hands. And surgery: cutting people open, how scary is that?’

She said it wasn’t that scary. ‘What, not even the first time?’ he’d asked, and she explained that you arrived at the first time so slowly and so well supervised, first assisting and then working together with the surgeon that you were hardly aware it was the first time at all.

They were going to have quite a bit of time together, thirty-six hours, not just Saturday night, but the whole of Sunday and Sunday night as well, as she didn’t have to be back at the hospital till ten on Monday morning. Whole weekends off were very rare, especially for SHOs working in a busy A&E. So she’d be able to stay in his flat, which was a really cool studio apartment in Shad Thames, for two nights, and obviously that meant they’d be having sex, quite a lot of sex.

Luke was good at sex—inventive and very energetic, but also surprisingly considerate and anxious to please. He was full of surprises, Emma thought, smiling to herself as she looked at the text he’d sent her that morning: Hi babe. Really looking 4ward 2 tonite. I mean really. Got some news. Take care Luke xxx.

It wasn’t romantic, as messages went, but it was sweet. He was sweet. Which was probably the last adjective he’d have wanted for himself, but it was true. She wondered what the news was: probably something to do with work. It usually was. And probably something she wouldn’t understand. She spent quite a lot of time pretending to understand things Luke told her; he didn’t seem to notice.
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