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  For everyone who supported me through writing this book  it was a really tough deadline. Greg, you put up with more than anyone, and I know it was bloody horrible for
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  December 22nd


  



  Melody


  I should have known better. Why on earth did I ever let someone take a scalpel to my face?


  Melody Dale stared at her reflection, experiencing a brutally bitter comedown.


  Only last year, she had been voted not only the most beautiful woman in Britain, but the sexiest one too. Her agent had been over the moon with joy: this simply never happened. It was an
  almost-impossible balancing act, but Melody had pulled it off. She had been pretty and approachable enough to appeal to women, avoiding being so overtly sexy that she alienated them, while still
  projecting enough sex appeal to have the readers of GQ casting their votes for her in droves as the girl theyd most like to spend the night with.


  It wasnt a surprise that Melody had been voted Most Beautiful: her ethereal face, with its almond-shaped blue eyes and white skin, framed by a cloud of naturally jet-black hair, was
  hauntingly angelic, and her lithe body was elegantly slim, the figure of a twenty-four-year-old lucky enough to be able to eat anything she wanted, as long as she went to the gym on a regular
  basis. Winning GQs Sexiest Woman of 2010 had been more of a feat, as Melody had resolutely refused to do any of the mens magazine covers or photoshoots that were usually the
  road to winning that particular accolade.


  Im not taking my clothes off and letting my naked body be projected onto the House of Commons, shed said firmly to her very disappointed agent. Im not
  putting on a bikini and Perspex heels and squatting down with my finger in my mouth. Im not lying on a bed in lingerie sucking a lollipop, not even for Agent Provocateur. I went to RADA,
  Im a serious actress  if I do one shoot like that, itll haunt me for the rest of my life. I want to play Juliet at the RSC, not the hot-pants-wearing heroine in
  Transformers.


  But you were a Bond girl! Anthony, Melodys agent, had complained.


  Exactly, Melody had said passionately.


  Shed been picked straight out of drama school for the Bond girl part: shed been cast as Angel Malone, a gorgeous burlesque dancer who made her entrance onstage in a tiny sparkling
  costume and huge feathered silver wings. After her night of passion with Bond, Angel was thrown off the turret of a French chateau by the villains henchman. It had been a dramatic death, the
  white silk dressing gown she had worn photographed to billow out behind her like the wings shed worn for her costume, her black hair blowing in the wind. Bond, in the courtyard of the
  chateau, had helplessly watched her fall and vowed vengeance as the villain commented sarcastically: Not all angels can fly.


  Its because I was a Bond girl that I have to be extra-careful, Melody had insisted. People will expect me to sell sex. Im not taking my clothes off for
  anyone.


  God, and look at me now, Melody thought miserably, staring at her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window of the luxurious apartment in which she was holed up. It looked directly over
  the Thames, whose grey-brown waters were murky and dismal in this cold London winter, dappled by big, heavy drops of December rain that was gradually turning to sleet. Just down the curve of the
  river were the skyscrapers of Canary Wharf, their glass and steel gleaming through the falling water, a cluster of the tallest buildings in the country, the Citigroup red umbrella shining through
  the mist. At night, lit up, the towers dominated the panorama, glittering with ruby, diamond, emerald lights; Melody would sit in front of the window and gaze out, down to South Quay, looking at
  the halogen strips that picked out the whole length of the Pan Peninsula building, wrapping around its sides like ribbon, turning it into the most expensive present in the world.


  But by day, with the mist blurring the view, the glass became a kind of translucent mirror, and what it mainly showed Melody was her own splinted and bruised face.


  The doorbell rang. Melody turned to look at the clock; in keeping with the five-star designer luxury with which all the apartments in Limehouse Reach were decorated, it was projected onto the
  high pale living-room wall, an elegant shadow tracery between the twin Damien Hirst dotted lithographs that hung over the Ligne Roset white leather sofas. It read 11 a.m. precisely: the new nurse
  was clearly very punctual. The last one had wandered by whenever it suited her, well aware that Melody was  as it were  a captive patient.


  Wincing as she went, constricted by the bandages round her chest, Melody crossed the living room and made her way down the hallway, which was lined by sleek striped wenge-wood cupboards. She
  didnt even bother to look through the peephole: she only ever had one visitor, apart from the room service brought by the Four Seasons hotel next door, whose waiters could access the
  apartment building through a custom-built tunnel that connected the hotels kitchens to the Limehouse Reach service elevators. Shed already had her breakfast  egg white omelette
  and berries  and wasnt due for her smoked salmon, beetroot and pea shoot salad till one.


  The nurse had a surprisingly impressive presence. Melodys instincts as an actress acknowledged that immediately. It was like walking into a rehearsal room and instantly becoming aware
  that there was another actor present who would give you a real run for your money. Calm and centred, the nurse stood stolidly in the hallway, her white uniform perfectly ironed and starched, her
  dishwater blonde hair slicked back smoothly, not a hair out of place. She wasnt good-looking: her figure was square and solid, her features blunt. But her eyes, light blue and very clear,
  were full of intelligence and focus.


  I am Aniela, she said simply, her accent Eastern European but her English careful and precise. I will be on duty over the holiday period. Siobhan should have told you
  yesterday that I was taking over the shift.


  Yes, she did, Melody said, moving her sore and swollen lips with care.


  Hello, Melody, Aniela said, bobbing her head in a formal greeting. May I come in? I need to check how your surgery is doing.


  Of course.


  Melody turned away, letting Aniela follow her into the apartment. In the gleaming glass window, she saw Anielas figure shutting the front door, coming down the corridor, the white
  nurses uniform widening her hips, the clumpy white orthopaedic shoes making her feet look even bigger.


  I need to check to see if I must put more gel dressing on your chest area, Aniela said. Melody couldnt help mentally filing away Anielas accent in case she needed to
  use it for a part in the future: that is, Melody thought miserably, if I ever get a decent part again . . .


  Melody obediently sat down on the only dining chair that she ever used, one of a set of six around the glass table. Aniela placed her nurses bag on the table and, very carefully, helped
  Melody slip off her pewter cashmere and silk cardigan wrap, and then the button-front T-shirt which allowed Melody to get undressed without having to reach her arms over her head to pull off
  clothing. When the wrap and T-shirt were removed, it was clear why lifting her arms should be avoided wherever possible. Melodys breasts were mottled with bruising at each side, small curved
  scars outlining the lower quadrant.


  Oh, very good, Aniela said, nodding, her expression very concentrated as she knelt down to check out Melodys scars from below. Melody looked down at Anielas head, at
  her blonde hair sleeked back into an almost painful-looking bun at the nape of her neck; everything about Aniela was impressively professional.


  These are healing very well, she continued. You should be happy. It has been only a week since your surgery, correct? This is good progress.


  Will the scars show? Melody asked, her voice faint.


  You will have to ask Dr Nassri, Aniela said. He will be back after Christmas. It is hard for scars to disappear, but I can tell you that you are healing very well 
  the wounds are completely closed, you dont need any more of the gel dressing. Soon we will give you Vitamin E oil and rosehip oil, to help the scars go.


  She drew a small packet from her bag, ripped it open and produced a sterilised wipe; cleaning her fingers with it, she then blew on their tips to make sure they were warm enough, and, with great
  gentleness, ran them over each scar in turn, something the previous nurse had never bothered to do. Melody felt her body respond, not sexually, but with desperate gratitude at having this moment of
  human contact.


  How pathetic am I? Melody thought bitterly. I was a movie star  I played Cathy in Wuthering Heights, Ophelia for the Royal Shakespeare Company. I was half of the hottest
  young power couple in Britain, I had a boyfriend I loved with all my heart, I was surrounded by people doing my hair, my make-up, costume fittings, glossy fashion magazine shoots. And now
  Ive got tears in my eyes because some agency nurse comes to visit and actually touches my skin, gives me the warmth of another body against mine for thirty seconds . . .


  You had implants removed. Its much harder to take them out than to put them in, Aniela said, her gaze concentrated on Melodys wounds. But these scars are
  already a little flatter. You are lucky, your skin heals well. I cannot promise that they will not show a little. But I think they will be smooth.


  Which means they can be covered up with make-up, Melody said with huge relief.


  It is a shame you had the implants, Aniela said with brutal frankness, smoothing a little cream onto the scars. Like this it is better. You are in proportion.


  Melody looked down at her tiny breasts on her slim frame.


  I know, she said wistfully. But I cant help missing my D cups a bit. They werent even that big, really.


  Melody was the size 8 that leading actresses were now required to be, and D cups on a barely 30-inch back werent the enormous melons of a curvier glamour model.


  I didnt even want to get them, but after the operation, I used to hold them a lot, she confessed to Aniela, surprised that she was telling her something so personal.
  You know, just put my hands there and feel them. They were so nice. I never had boobs before.


  Then why did you take out the implants? Aniela asked with paralysing directness. If you were so happy? You had no marks from the surgery. They put them in through your
  belly-button, very clever. Let me look at your face now.


  She pulled out another chair and sat facing Melody, very close now. The nurse smelt of soap and water. Her white skin was devoid of make-up, not even lip gloss; she didnt tint her blonde
  eyebrows and lashes.


  She doesnt have a scrap of vanity, Melody thought sadly. If Id only been a little more like her, I wouldnt be in this mess now.


  Aniela leant in, squinting closely at Melodys face.


  The bruising is also good, she said, surveying the twin black eyes that were now fading. I looked at the photographs Siobhan took three days ago before I came this morning.
  There was a lot of purple then, but now it is all gone, and almost all the green is gone too. When it is just yellow, you only have a few more days before it stops to show.


  Its still really swollen, Melody said in a small, frightened voice, reaching up her hand to touch her cheeks. Aniela promptly removed Melodys hand, placing it back in
  her lap. It was a swift, efficient gesture, detached and professional, and it made Melody feel surprisingly relaxed: this nurse knew what was best for her, would have no problems at all telling her
  exactly what to do.


  And that means shes not lying to me about my recovery going well. I can trust her not to sugar-coat things.


  Pff! You have had major surgery, of course it is swollen! Aniela said, shrugging dismissively. Remember what Dr Nassri says? Eight to ten days for the bruising to fade, but
  twenty-one for the swelling to go completely. You were in surgery for nearly five hours. He had to file down your nose, take out the cartilage implant, put cannulas in your cheeks to suck out the
  fat the doctor in Los Angeles injected into them. The nurse raised her near-invisible eyebrows. You were very lucky that doctor didnt use fillers, she observed.
  Once they go in, you cannot take them out because of the risk of nerve damage. If they move, there is nothing you can do. They are very bad.


  I know, Melody said devoutly, thinking of some of the A-list actresses shed met in LA, whose faces had been irretrievably damaged by fillers. Injected high on the
  cheeks, to plump up a face and give it the youthful, rounded contours that savage dieting had removed, the fillers inevitably sank from where they had been placed, dragged down by gravity. And then
  more fillers were needed to compensate, balance out the shape of the face . . . Once you started, you couldnt stop.


  She shivered, thinking about it.


  Thats why the doctor used my own fat, she said. He said it was the only kind of filler hed use.


  Aniela nodded.


  The work done on you was good, she agreed. But so much! I was surprised to read your notes.


  She touched Melodys chin, also bruised and swollen, and then started to untape and lift off Melodys nose split. Despite herself, Melody flinched a little; the nose was the most
  sensitive of all, even more than her breasts.


  Chin implant, nose implant, face fillers, your breast enlargement, Aniela listed, looking at Melodys nose and nodding in approval at how it was healing before replacing the
  splint with great care and smoothing down the tape again to hold it in place. And now Dr Nassri has taken it all out for you. This is much harder, you know. Much harder to give you back what
  you had before, and to make it look natural, than to just make you prettier or younger. Natural is the hardest thing of all, the doctor says.


  I know, Melody said, tears pricking at her eyes. Thats why I came to him. Hes supposed to be the best.


  And he was certainly expensive enough, she thought ruefully. Hollywood may pay you a ton of money, but after the agent, the lawyer, the publicist, the stylist, the plastic surgeon and
  the make-up and hair people have all taken their cut, it doesnt leave you rolling in it.


  The nurse stood up and crossed to the open-plan kitchen, all white and gleaming chrome, from its DuPont Zodiaq glass worktops and splashbacks to its porcelain-tiled floor. From one of the
  custom-built cupboards she extracted a mug  Vera Wang for Wedgwood, white bone china with a wide gold rim. The Limehouse Reach rental apartments were furnished impeccably: only the very
  best. Aniela dropped a camomile tea bag into it and held it under the Quooker tap that gave instant boiling water.


  She put the mug in front of Melody.


  Drink, she said firmly. You must relax for the healing to be most effective.


  Melody looked up at Aniela over the steam rising from the mug of tea, inhaling the delicate scent of infusing camomile and knowing that Aniela was right: she needed to stay as calm as possible.
  But how could Aniela understand how she was feeling? The stolid, capable expression on the nurses square, farm-girl face, her wide shoulders and air of extreme competence all made Melody
  feel hopelessly fragile and pathetically weak by comparison.


  I should show her, she thought suddenly. She cant realise why Ive had the surgery  she cant have seen the film. Well, why would she? It was just a piece of
  trash, it bombed in the cinemas. And Aniela looks much too sensible to go to see that kind of exploitative nonsense.


  Melody hesitated for a moment.


  Is it too soon? Can I bear to see it, or will it tip me over the edge?


  And then she looked at Anielas calm, composed demeanour, took a deep breath, and stood, carefully, so she didnt strain her chest.


  I do need to look at it sooner or later. And who better to hold my hand while Im watching it than a hospital nurse?


  Ive got something Id like to show you, she said, picking up her mug and walking over to the flatscreen TV, which was set in a black glass panel hanging from the
  ceiling, dividing the living room from the dining area. Below the panel was a matching black glass unit into which were set the music system and the various consoles, topped with a black marble
  shelf stacked high with a pile of DVDs: Melody was catching up on everything shed missed while working flat-out for the last few years. Right at the bottom of the pile was the one she was
  looking for, though she couldnt even glance at its cover without wincing in as much pain as if Aniela were removing her nose splint.


  Swiftly, Melody clicked open the jewel case and dropped the disc into the built-in player.


  Brace yourself, she said dryly, indicating that Aniela should sit down on one of the sofas. Aniela might have drawn up a dining-room chair so she could examine Melodys
  surgery, but Melody sensed that the nurses training would not permit her to sit on a sofa without being invited to do so.


  Melody fiddled with the remote controls. The TV sprang to bright, multicoloured life: a few seconds later, even Anielas professional poise was momentarily shattered as she drew in her
  breath on a soft, short inhale of surprise at what she was seeing on the 52-inch screen.


  It was the short loop of film that played in the background while you decided what to choose from the main menu. Quite naturally, the editor had picked a clip of Melody in action. But it
  wasnt the Melody sitting beside Aniela on the sofa. It was a pumped-up, lurid version, devoid of all the delicate beauty she had possessed before she took the part. Her cheeks were
  artificially high and plump, squinching up her deep blue eyes, so she had to open them wider than was natural to compensate. Her nose was unnaturally ruler-straight, her chin protractor-round; her
  lips were swollen like pillows, as were the round white breasts squashed up almost to her collarbones by the tight red corset she was wearing. On her bottom was a pair of bright blue pants, which,
  like the corset, were covered in gold stars and trimmed heavily with gold edging. And as she threw her arms wide and spun around and around, around and around, her lips parted into an O, and her
  implants bounced up and down, up and down, the sight of those plumped-up white breasts almost hypnotic


  You look like a porno doll, Aniela observed with crushing Eastern European bluntness.


  Melody huffed a short, bitter laugh and clicked off the DVD again.


  Exactly, she said. Thats why the film tanked. I was supposed to be playing Wonder Woman. Shes a goddess. Strong, independent, sexy on her own terms. Not
  a porno doll.


  Well, men must have liked that, Aniela commented, nodding at the now-blank screen. Many of them like the porno dolls.


  Melody laughed again. And even though the sound was still bitter, she couldnt help thinking: This is the first time Ive been able to look at that piece of rubbish since leaving
  LA  and Im laughing. How weird that its a complete stranger who helped me do it.


  I dont think a single woman went to see it in the cinemas, she said ruefully, turning to look directly at Aniela. Or bought the DVD. They rushed that out after the
  film tanked. With lots of extras of me doing stunts.


  Melody raised her hands, only to waist-height because of the breast surgery, and made little quotation marks as she said the last two words.


  Stunts? Aniela said, her mouth relaxing into the hint of a smile. You mean, more of this?


  She put her hands under her own smallish breasts and wobbled them up and down with the nonchalance of a nurse whos seen so many naked bodies that she has no embarrassment left about her
  own.


  Melody burst out laughing.


  Exactly! she said. Ow, that hurts . . . She pressed her hands gingerly to her chest. There was a whole bikini sequence  I had to wear the tiniest
  bikini you ever saw in your life, it was awful  they did all these shots of me diving into a lake, again and again, and thats literally all you see in one of the clips. Just my bum in
  a tiny string bikini.


  She started to pull a face, and stopped immediately.


  You see now why I had all the surgery? she said passionately. All her emphasis was channelled into her trained actresss voice, since she was unable to use her features.
  I wanted to go back to who I was before. Pretend the whole thing never happened.


  But why did you do it? Aniela asked, curious. I have seen photographs, of course, for the surgery, of what you looked like, so that Dr Nassri could copy it. You were very
  beautiful. You had no need to do that to yourself.


  Melody heaved a long sigh, and sipped at her tea.


  My agent was so keen for me to go to Hollywood, she said. I had loads of offers after Wuthering Heights. But my boyfriend wanted us to stay here. Wed made a
  pact  we met in drama school, and we got together almost straight away. We said wed be serious actors, we wouldnt go to Hollywood till wed done some years of stage in
  the UK first. I meant it, I really did. And James  that was my boyfriend, James Delancey


  I know him! Aniela said, smiling. He is Doctor Who! He is very handsome, I think.


  Yes, Melody said softly, thinking of James, his floppy fringe, his sweet smile, his long, lean body. He was a real posh boy, a public-school, cricket-playing posh boy, but a lovely
  one, with a gentle nature, always ready to see the funny side of things, to lighten tension with a joke. Shed fallen for him the moment she saw him; shed always fancied that type of
  boy, the kind that looked great in cricket whites or an officers uniform, whod be cast as the young hero in any TV adaptation of a historical novel; James had already played Pip in
  Great Expectations, Larry in The Alexandra Quartet, and Charles Ryder in a stage version of Brideshead Revisited. Hed been over the moon to be cast as Doctor Who, not
  just because he loved the show, but also because it was a pleasant change to be acting opposite aliens and wearing modern dress.


  And he is your boyfriend? Why does he not come to visit you? Siobhan says that you have no visitors. You are always by yourself, Aniela commented.


  Melody recoiled a little. It was all very well having a nurse who was completely unshockable to confide in, but the downside, clearly, was that Aniela had absolutely no British reserve
  whatsoever.


  She looked at Aniela over the rim of her mug. There was nothing gossipy about the nurse, Melody could tell. Her years in the celebrity spotlight had made her very familiar with the tell-tale
  indications: the gleaming, beady eyes, the head cocked forward, eager for a snippet of juicy information that could be instantly tweeted as soon as they left you. Siobhan had been like that, always
  trying to pump Melody as she changed her dressings, casually dropping the names of James or Melodys other co-stars into her stream of chatter, hoping to prompt an unguarded response from
  her. Melody hadnt trusted Siobhan as far as she could throw her  which, in her current bruised, post-operative state, was no distance at all.


  Aniela, Melody could already tell, was the polar opposite.


  We broke up, she said. I havent seen him in over a year. I went to LA, and the distance made things just too difficult.


  Well, thats the official line, anyway.


  But he could still visit you, Aniela said. Or your family. Its good for the healing, to have people around. Not to be all alone, especially with Christmas
  coming. She cleared her throat. You do not need to be here, you know, she informed her patient frankly. You could go back to your home, and maybe have a nurse come every
  day if you wanted to. Though even that is not really necessary. Dr Nassri told you that, correct? There is really nothing for me to do any more, now that your wounds have closed and you are healing
  well.


  I dont want anyone to see me like this! Melody said, her voice rising. Look at me! I want to hide out here and not see anyone, not until my face is
  recovered. I want to just hole up and hibernate till I dont look like she glanced at herself in the black glass border to the TV  like I got the worst of it in a
  street fight. She looked down again. Besides, I dont have anywhere to go. I was sharing a house in Shoreditch with my boyfriend, and I moved out when we broke up. I dont
  have a place in London, and if I go to my family the paparazzi are bound to find out. Theres nothing theyd love more than to get photographs of me looking like this.


  She shuddered.


  I understand. You want to be a bear, Aniela said, a glimmer of amusement in her voice.


  A what? Melody, asked, completely taken aback.


  You want to be a bear, Aniela repeated, standing up. To hibernate, like you said. To hide in your cave all winter, until spring comes.


  And again, despite herself, Melody couldnt help giggling.


  Ow! she said. Dont make me laugh!


  I am sorry, Aniela said, smiling down at her. She walked over to the DVD player, pressed the Eject button and popped out the Wonder Woman disc. I dont think
  you should watch this any more, she said. No more porno doll.


  Snapping the disc into its case, she dropped it into one of the storage drawers and slid the drawer shut with a decisive click.


  I will come back tomorrow at the same time, she said. You have my pager number? It is the same as the one for Siobhan.


  Aniela patted the little black gadget clipped to her belt.


  You may ring me when you need, she said. It will not be a problem. There is only you and one more patient staying here over Christmas and New Year. I have plenty of time for
  both of you.


  Are you here over the whole holidays? Melody asked.


  Aniela nodded.


  I look after only two patients here at Limehouse Reach, she said, I sleep in the Clinic next door, and there are no operations until the first week in January, no one there
  to look after. So you may ring me without any worry. I am here twenty-four seven.


  Wont you be lonely? Melody said unguardedly, her dark blue eyes looking up at Aniela, full of concern. Sleeping in the Clinic with no one around? And not
  seeing your family?


  Aniela shook her head briskly.


  No, she said, a brief smile flitting over her face. Not at all. I will be very quiet and peaceful. Now she looked at the shadow clock on the wall over
  Melodys head  I must go to meet my other patient. It was very nice to meet you, Melody.


  You too, Melody said, biting her lip to stop tears coming to her eyes; youre being pathetic! she told herself savagely. Remember at ComicCon last July, you had to
  have a whole phalanx of security guys around you because the geeks would have torn you to pieces? You could barely breathe for all the crowds and reporters shoving mikes in your face and fans
  screaming questions at you! You couldnt wait to get back to your hotel suite and be by yourself! And now youre feeling sorry for yourself because the duty nurse is going and leaving
  you on your own . . .


  Pull yourself together, Melody. You made this bed and now youve got to lie in it.


  The door of the apartment shut behind Aniela. Melody closed her eyes, determined not to cry. Over the past few months, she had cried enough for years to come, at the loss of everything that had
  fallen so easily into her lap: a wonderful boyfriend, a brilliant career. Now it was all in ruins at her feet.


  I should never have done that bloody film.


  I know you said no blockbusters, no action films, her LA agent had said eagerly over the phone. But, Melody, you gotta read this! Theyre mad for you 
  youve got the perfect colouring for Wonder Woman, and you can handle comedy. You gotta at least have a look at it . . .


  It was everything a comic adaptation should be. Funny, sexy, witty, packed with breathtaking action sequences. Wonder Woman herself was tough, wise-cracking, with the dry sense of humour of
  Robert Downey Jrs character in the first Iron Man film, a woman entirely in control of her own destiny, flicking her golden lasso, ensnaring the baddies. The showdown between her and
  the Nazi villainess, Baroness von Gunther, was both hilarious and genuinely dramatic. Melody couldnt put the script down; she spent the day wandering round the house she shared with James,
  reading out juicy lines to him, and when she finally finished it she drew a deep breath, dragged him down onto the sofa with her and begged him to read it, to understand why she was going to break
  the pact that they had made and audition for the part.


  We said wed stay here for the next two years! James had said passionately, pushing back the lock of hair that always fell over his forehead. We promised each
  other! You know what happens  people go off to LA before theyve done enough stage here and you can never get that experience back! His hazel eyes widened as another thought
  occurred to him. And when are they shooting? What about Romeo and Juliet? Rehearsals start in three months, Mel!


  It had been their dream at RADA to play Romeo and Juliet together, while they were still young enough to be convincing as teenage lovers. After James was cast as Dr Who, and Melody as Cathy in a
  film adaptation of Wuthering Heights, they were both well-known enough for producers to be eager to cast them in a stage production, and the idea of real-life boyfriend and girlfriend
  playing the star-crossed lovers had been irresistible. Sir Trevor Nunn was lined up to direct them at the Theatre Royal. They had talked of nothing else for months.


  Oh, of course this wont interfere with the play! Melody had assured him, taking his hands. Id never mess with that, I promise! Ill tell them that
  Im committed to the play and that I couldnt possibly start shooting on this till the runs over  thats if I even get the part, which is very unlikely . .
  .


  But she had got it. Almost immediately. Millennial, the production company, had sent her a first-class ticket to LA as soon as theyd heard she was interested; the day after she
  arrived, shed read for the executive producers, who had loved her reading as much as her looks  which, as her agent had already pointed out, were a huge point in her favour. Of
  course, you could take a blonde, brown-eyed actress, dye her hair black, give her blue contact lenses; but it was always preferable to cast a girl as Wonder Woman who naturally had her specific
  colouring, and Melodys Irish blood had also given her Wonder Womans smooth white skin.


  Melody was Millennials top pick. She had everything: youth, beauty, classical training, and the freshness that came from being a new face. And thanks to a good ear, as well as her RADA
  training, she could do a pitch-perfect generic American accent. Delighted, they sent her to meet Brad Baker, who was already contracted to direct the film.


  And that was where everything went so wrong.


  Brad Baker was the most successful director of action films Hollywood had ever had. Stocky, aggressive, with the Napoleon complex of a very short man, there was nothing Brad liked more than to
  orchestrate vastly expensive movie shoots, full of explosions, special effects and CGI wizardry. He was a perfect fit for the breathtakingly original action scenes that the Wonder Woman
  scriptwriters had imagined. Unfortunately, Brad was a much worse fit for a film with a strong female lead.


  Because Brad, famously, was a very unpleasant misogynist.


  Melody had heard some of the stories about Brad: the most notorious one was how he had made a roster of Victorias Secret models audition for the part of the female love interest in his
  most recent movie by coming to his house and washing his car, clad only in skimpy bikinis and a bucketful of soapy suds. The producers, however, very keen to cast a classically trained English
  actress, were now absolutely set on Melody playing Wonder Woman, and had instructed Brad in the strongest terms not to fuck this up by pulling any car-washing nonsense.


  Brad had duly behaved himself. The drawer full of bikinis had remained closed, the Aston Martin in the driveway of his Malibu beach house had been buffed by the Mexican gardener rather than
  Melody. He had given her iced acai berry tea on the glass terrace with its commanding view of Carbon Beach, a wide golden crescent-shaped stretch of sand that led to some of the most expensive real
  estate in the world. It was popularly known as Billionaire Beach: Brad had taken great pleasure in pointing out the houses of David Geffen, Larry Ellison of Oracle, Jeffrey Katzenberg of
  DreamWorks.


  Jens farther down, hed said nonchalantly, and Melody had realised he meant Jennifer Aniston. Nice girl. But shes kinda the exception. Actors just
  dont make enough money to live here, honey. Theyre in Malibu Colony, or on Broad Beach. Its the guys behind the scenes that make the real money. You know what this house cost
  me, five years ago? Thirty-three mill. And I paid cash. You tell me an actor who could come up with that kind of green!


  Brad had gone on to list the salaries hed paid actors in his recent films. A dizzying array of famous names and eight-figure sums danced before Melodys eyes, dazzling her even more
  than the California sun. It was her first visit to LA, but she was quickly learning that this was how people in LA made conversation: they dropped more names than a kid did their toys, scattering
  them all over the place, not letting you get a word in edgeways as they streamed out Leos and Brads and Angelinas and Gerards with compulsive abandon.


  Her LA agent had done exactly the same thing, told her a story about Roger Federer  a close personal friend  and an umpire at Wimbledon, assuming that because she
  lived in London shed be interested in a story that was set there. At first, Melody had panicked, thinking that she was supposed to have met all the people who were being named, contribute
  something to the conversation, but soon shed realised that this was simply how they operated, their currency being proximity to the stars, and they were laying out their riches in front of
  her to impress her before they got down to business.


  And Brad had certainly impressed her. The extraordinary, architect-designed house, nestling on the pristine coastline, the films he had directed, the people he knew  and the attention he
  was paying her  were all designed to sweep a twenty-four-year-old actress off her feet. He told her she was extraordinarily beautiful, perfect to play the twin parts of Diana Prince and
  Wonder Woman. Hed claimed the entire credit for bringing her over to LA, saying that as soon as he had seen photos of her hed screened Wuthering Heights in his private cinema,
  known that she was the one, and had pushed the producers to view it too. Melody had asked, feeling idiotic, if he actually wanted her to read for him; shed stuffed the script, now battered
  and crumpled from being thumbed over so much, into her bag, and brought it to the meeting.


  Brad had burst out laughing and waved it away.


  Oh, baby, no, hed said airily. Script, schmipt. I love you Brits! Always thinking about the words! I guess its all that Shakespeare  you read that,
  like, from birth, right? Well, youre in LA now, baby. Movie Town. And guess whats way more important over here? He raised his hands in front of his face, framing a shot.
  Images. I could give a shit about the words, to be honest with you.


  But Melody had started nervously. The script was what had seduced her into doing this project, leaving a furious and resentful James behind in London; without its wonderful,
  sparkling wit, shed never even have agreed to meet the producers and Brad . . .


  Brad leant forward intently, staring at her with utter concentration.


  Right now, he said, you know whats the most important thing in the world for me? The only thing Im focusing on right now? You gotta know,
  right?


  Melody had shaken her head, baffled.


  You, baby. You. My leading lady. Because, you know why I wanna do this project? You know my work, right? Cars, bombs, explosions, guys driving trucks off cliffs to hit
  helicopters? Bow! Biff! Bang!


  Brad jumped up, pacing the flagstones of the terrace. Melody was sitting under the bronzed-steel pergola, protecting her white skin from the sun; she raised a hand to shade her eyes as she
  turned to watch Brad, who had reached the far side of the patio, where a floating flight of steps led down to the saltwater pool. He strode back, his short legs stumping to a strategic point where
  the terrace had been built out over the beach to accommodate a teak-and-steel lava-rock fire pit. Pausing dramatically, the sun directly at his back, he pointed at Melody, who was squinting now at
  his silhouette.


  You! he repeated. Youre why I wanna do this movie! Heres how it went down: Millennial came to me and said, Brad, we wanna do a Wonder Woman movie
  and we want you to helm it, and I said, Shit, guys, thats a chick flick! You know? For girls! I could give a shit about what girls wanna watch! He fixed her with a
  basilisk gaze. Im being totally frank with you  I hope you get it, that Im being totally honest about this, because I want you to know exactly how passionate I
  feel about this, exactly the journey I went on to realise why Wonder Woman was such a passion project for me.


  Both his fists pounded his chest, like a gorilla demonstrating his strength. And that was exactly what Brad was doing, Melody realised. A film director, especially one who worked on Hollywood
  blockbusters, had to have a core of arrogance, of certainty that their vision was the best, and the ability to impose that on cast and crew. Sammy Cox, the director of Wuthering Heights, had
  been as gentle as Brad was aggressive; she worked by coaxing, convincing, moving you along a path of her choosing, so that you thought you were making your own decisions about the character you
  were playing, but in the end, watching the finished cut, you realised that Sammy had been pulling your puppet strings, getting you to give the performance that she wanted from you all along.


  Brad was a loud, boastful silverback to Sammys clever, persuasive fox, but that didnt make him any less convincing. As he kept speaking, Melody felt herself being swept away on his
  sea of words, further and further away from land, and no matter how much she tried to put down an anchor, to withstand the waves of rhetoric, she couldnt hold out.


  Who is Wonder Woman? Brad was demanding. Thats the question I asked myself! And you know what I answered?


  He was approaching the table now, and he grabbed the back of the chair hed been sitting in, rattling it on the flagstones with considerable force: Melody shrank back a little as she said,
  nervously:


  Diana Prince? I mean, thats her alias . . .


  No! Brad bellowed. Wonder Woman is an Amazon! Shes a goddess! A goddess come to Earth! And you know what I thought of as soon as I realised
  that?


  Melody shook her head as Brad rolled on:


  One Touch of Venus! Fuck, I love that film! Have you seen it? Ava Gardner as Venus, the goddess of beauty! Most beautiful woman Ive ever seen in my life  shit,
  Im obsessed with her! And I thought: Hey, this is my chance to make an homage to one of my favourite movies of all time! With you!


  He pointed a stubby finger at Melody again.


  Youre going to be a goddess, he said, his voice throbbing with conviction. A modern goddess, a new Ava. Everyone is going to fucking worship you.
  I wanna put in way more Amazons  warrior princesses  a whole tribe of goddesses, and youll be, like, the queen. The empress.


  Melodys lips were parted now: she was gazing at Brad with awe and wonder.


  Ava Gardner? Hes comparing me to her? Ava Gardner was one of the greatest Hollywood beauties of all time: screen legend, the great love of Frank Sinatras life. She
  had been a star, rather than an actress, but it was a comparison that would have utterly dazzled any ingnue who had just been offered a huge breakout role.


  I played Venus in a school play, she heard herself say. I had to give a big speech coming down a flight of stairs wrapped in a sheet  we couldnt afford proper
  costumes, it was supposed to be a toga. I was terrified itd catch on something.


  You see! Brad narrowed in triumphantly on the only part of this that was relevant to him. You already played Venus! Youre a goddess already! He pulled
  away the chair whose back he had been holding, sending it flying away across the terrace, reached across the table and grabbed Melodys hands. Youre a goddess! My Ava!
  Im going to make you what she was  the Ava of your generation  the most beautiful woman in the world!


  Only Ava Gardner was famous in the 1940s and 50s, Melody thought now.


  Before plastic surgery became so common that people in LA are surprised when you havent had it.


  It had started very gradually. Brad had known exactly what he was doing, how to manipulate her. Melody had been put up in a suite in the Hotel Bel-Air, with her own private infinity pool with
  views over the Hollywood canyons. Every night, Brad had taken her out to one exclusive party after another, dazzling her with his access to the most A-list celebrities, actors, directors,
  producers, all of whom were flatteringly keen to meet her. Since the runaway success of Downton Abbey in the States, the interest in British actors had intensified even more than usual, and
  Melody had found herself the toast of Los Angeles, invited everywhere, feted and garlanded as the new British breakout star, the new Wonder Woman.


  Because, by that point, she had signed the contracts. It was official. Her UK agent had baulked initially, concerned that the filming schedule might clash with the Romeo and Juliet dates,
  and about Brad Bakers reputation as a sexist vulgarian; her US agent had naturally been over the moon. However, the sheer amount of money they had managed to extract from Millennial had
  swept away even the objections of the British agency. It was only James, in the end, who held firm, pleaded with Melody not to do the film, told her that they didnt need the money, that
  their pact to stay in London and concentrate on theatre work should be the deciding factor.


  But Melody couldnt resist the lure that Brad was dangling before her eyes. She was going to be a goddess, the new Ava Gardner. She was going to incarnate an Amazon warrior, a feminist
  icon. And she was still committed to playing Juliet . . . she might have to skip a couple of weeks of the scheduled rehearsal period, but shed work like a dog as soon as she got back to
  London, be word-perfect on her lines the moment she stepped off the plane . . .


  Only Melody never went back to London. She was plunged straight into the deep end in LA, utterly immersed in preparing for her role. Millennial sent her to boot camp to work on her muscle tone,
  and to a professional cowboy to learn how to spin a rope and throw a lariat, so that she could convincingly use Wonder Womans magic golden lasso. She wanted to do as many of her own stunts
  as possible, and they flew in Randy Nebel, a gymnastics coach who had trained many Hollywood stars, from New York, where he was based, to teach her back flips and somersaults. Brad called her in
  for test shots and expressed some concern; her nose had a slight flaw, was fractionally imperfect from the left profile, did she know that? No, she didnt. He showed her the evidence,
  frowning: goddesses didnt have slightly imperfect left profiles.


  Before she knew it, she was booked in for surgery. Very minor, the tiniest of corrections: they would take just a sliver of cartilage from behind her ear, whence its absence would never be
  noticed, and implant it onto the bridge of her nose, to make it perfectly straight. And they might put an equally tiny drop of Juvderm into her lower lip, to make it just a little bit
  fuller, balance out her upper lip perfectly . . .


  Hmm. The surgeon had noticed that Melodys chin wasnt completely round; they could just tidy that up during the nose surgery, even her out. Not to worry, it was all
  ridiculously minor-league stuff; it wouldnt even be visible to anyone after the bruising had faded. She would simply look like herself, but now she would be perfectly symmetrical, that was
  all. Melody baulked, and the surgeon showed her before-and-after pictures of some of his famous patients, women who she would never have dreamed had had plastic surgery. Gazing in amazement at the
  photographs, Melody couldnt think of a celebrity name that didnt seem to have had work done. Men as well as women, though the latter outnumbered the former three to one.


  But she still wasnt sure. Shed been voted Most Beautiful and Most Sexy in the UK, her looks  though obviously, as had been extensively pointed out to her by now, they
  werent completely symmetrical  had been valued highly enough to have her cast as Cathy, as Juliet, and have her summoned from London to audition for Wonder Woman. Surely she
  didnt really need to have a plastic surgeon take a scalpel to her?


  And then Brad came down hard. He was going to make her a star, catapult her onto the A-list in one go, put her on the cover of every single magazine in the world  and all he was asking in
  return was a minimal amount of cosmetic surgery! To tidy up some very small imperfections! Did she realise how ungrateful she was being, how much effort he had put into burnishing her image
  already, how lucky she was to have been handpicked by him to be a goddess . . .?


  The producers took Brads side. Even her LA agent said that she couldnt see why Melody was making such a fuss about such a small procedure; her agent was so Botoxed that she could
  barely move her face, had the tell-tale overarched eyebrows and nose wrinkles, so she wasnt in the position to make the strongest case. Still, Melody felt overwhelmed. Everyone back home in
  London was either deeply impressed at her huge career opportunity  apart from her fellow actors, who were insanely jealous. Henry Cavill had been picked from The Tudors TV series to
  play Superman, and there wasnt a male actor of his age in the UK who didnt envy him, just as there wasnt an actress who didnt envy Melody.


  The only dissenting voice was James. And Melody didnt dare to tell him, because she knew that he would be on the first plane over to insist that she come home at once and not let anyone
  touch her face with a knife.


  So she didnt tell him. She had the surgeries, just as Brad wanted. And they finalised the Romeo and Juliet decision for her; she was much more sore than the doctor had promised.
  Much too sore and bruised to contemplate flying back to London and throwing herself straight into rehearsals.


  I knew earlier than I admitted that I wouldnt do the play, she acknowledged to herself. I was so committed to the film by then  the training, the schedules. She had
  Skyped James to tell him, and the sight of her face, post-surgery, had upset him as much as the news that she wouldnt be playing Juliet opposite his Romeo had infuriated him. She had let him
  down utterly, broken their pact. He had told her it was over, and though she had begged him to reconsider, she had known that he wouldnt. Sir Trevor Nunn had promptly cast Priya Radia,
  another up-and-coming actress with a youthful face and body, as Juliet.


  Melody had put all her eggs in one basket. So, when Brad told her that the costume designers were very concerned that Melody wouldnt be able to carry off the costume, that her boot camp
  regime and gymnastics work had slimmed her down so much that her breasts had shrunk, and that he thought she should have implants  just to take her from an A to a B cup, nothing vulgar or
  huge  she had agreed to it without too much protest.


  By then, I wasnt even myself any more, she thought now, looking down at her newly shrunk chest.


  The surgeon had favoured Brads wishes over hers. Melody had woken up with a D cup, not a B: breasts that bounced, as Aniela put it, like a porno doll over the top of the corset.


  I was so upset I was hysterical. But I still knew the film would be good. The script was amazing, the lines were brilliant. I knew Id be able to make all the one-liners sing, I was
  counting on that to keep me going . . .


  It hadnt been until principal photography had started that Melody had realised that Brad had done a major rewrite of the script. Every single witty touch and flourish had been pruned away
  by his red pen, leaving a sexploitative, corny shell. Melody had cried, screamed, pleaded, tried to enlist her agent and the producers, but by then Brad had the reins firmly in his hands and no one
  could, or would, interfere with what he called his artistic vision. Melody had been in no way powerful enough to insist on final script approval in her contract; she was forced to stagger through
  months of a shoot for a film she had come to despise.


  She and Brad fought constantly on set. Things got so bad that a video, made by a key grip on his mobile phone, of Brad screaming at Melody that she was damn lucky he hadnt made her blow
  him to get the part, and that she should keep her fake lips tightly shut so he didnt change his mind, was posted on YouTube and had racked up millions of hits. Brad had got what he wanted,
  made Melody into a pornographic image, and now that he didnt need to charm her any longer, he had had no hesitation in bullying her instead.


  Wonder Woman tanked in its opening week. Rotten Tomatoes gave it an 8% and described it as the worst comic-book adaptation ever made. By comparison, The Green Lantern looks
  like Iron Man, it commented. Melodys plastic-surgery-enhanced face, her bouncing bosoms, were mercilessly mocked on the internet and in the press, and two film parts for which
  shed auditioned before shooting Wonder Woman, and which shed thought were locked down, went to other actresses with more natural faces. Her LA agent dropped her. Melodys
  big break had left her broken.


  Licking her wounds, her career in tatters, shed fled back home to the UK. Nobody knew where she was; shed told her family and friends shed gone to be alone in Mexico for a
  while. The decision to have her surgery pre-Christmas had been absolutely deliberate; this way, I can hole up in total privacy and try to fix the damage Ive done.


  And now she found herself thinking of the nurse who had just left her, who was neither pretty nor slim, but who clearly was completely comfortable in her body. Aniela didnt have
  Melodys beauty, her fame, or the money that would allow her to pay for Dr Nassri and the Canary Clinic, to hole up in five-star luxury while she recovered, and yet Melody found herself
  envying Aniela with every fibre of her being.


  Aniela has a job she knows shes good at, a proper profession which isnt based on how she looks or how much she weighs. Aniela would never be stupid enough to get plastic surgery
  done, to mess up her face and body so she barely looked like herself any more . . .


  Melody heaved a deep sigh. Shed taken a very wrong turn; shed been too stubborn and headstrong to listen to the man she loved, and now she was paying for it, literally and
  physically.


  Please God, I end up with my imperfect face and my small boobs  and my old career, and James back with me. Please God, I get the chance to start all over again.


  



  Aniela


  Rich people and their problems, Aniela couldnt help thinking as she left Melodys apartment. The front door shut behind her
  with a quiet little click, perfectly calibrated, as everything was in Limehouse Reach. Well, it should be perfect, she thought dryly; the rich people pay enough for it.


  Before this appointment, from a careful reading of Melodys notes, Aniela had been expecting Melody to be unsympathetic, and had braced herself accordingly. She had anticipated a spoilt,
  whiny rich girl, unable to make her mind up about how she wanted to look, using plastic surgery as a toy, the surgeons scalpel something to be played with as she adjusted her appearance on a
  whim.


  And yes, her problems are ones only people with too much money have. Too much money and too much time. But actually, shes very sweet. Very nice. It was generous of her to think about
  me, wonder if I would mind being by myself over the holidays.


  Aniela felt her mouth crease into an ironic smile: Melody could have no idea how grateful she was to be alone, how much she enjoyed her daily visits to this insulated, utterly silent building.
  The dark veneered walls of the corridor, its slate-tiled floors, seemed to absorb any noise; the lighting was subtle and discreet, filtering out from recesses, bathing the interior of the apartment
  block in a gentle amber glow. If Aniela had been at all sensitive, of a nervous disposition, the absolute quiet of the nearly uninhabited building could have been positively eerie. A more
  feeble-minded woman, one who watched horror films where no sooner did a blonde in a nurses uniform step into a lift than shed be attacked by a serial killer, a vengeful ghost 
  or possibly even the vengeful ghost of a serial killer  would have loathed moving around the hushed, unoccupied floors of the sixty-storey building.


  The apartments, which were built to the highest specifications, with a spa, ozone swimming pool, squash courts and gym, a library, private cinema, temperature-controlled wine cellars, a car
  elevator to take vehicles down to the garage, and an underground tunnel linking the skyscraper to the Four Seasons, next door, for twenty-four-hour room service, had some of the highest purchase
  prices in London. Apartments started at three million pounds; the penthouse that topped the building, three floors with wraparound terraces, had cost the oligarch who bought it a cool hundred and
  twenty million pounds.


  But Limehouse Reach was one of the most expensive ghost towns in London. Not a single apartment was the sole residence of its owners; most had not only multiple homes, but luxury yachts as well.
  They summered aboard in Cannes and Sardinia, wintered in ski chalets in Verbier or Aspen, and divided the rest of their time between their palaces in the Middle East, dachas in Russia, Manhattan
  town houses and the European tax havens of Monaco and San Marino. There were over twenty nationalities who owned property at Limehouse Reach, and barely any of the proprietors were British. They
  dropped into London for meetings and to shop at Harrods and Harvey Nichols, or they bought the apartments to put up their children, who were studying at the LSE or SOAS. The university students
  gave some life and movement to the building in term time, but over the holidays they inevitably went to visit their families, deserting Limehouse Reach.


  At the moment there was barely anyone staying in the entire building, according to the very bored doormen and security guards with whom Aniela had checked in that morning. Two patients from the
  Canary Clinic, and the oligarch, Grigor Khalovsky, who, of all the owners, was in residence most often: he was an exile from Russia due to an ongoing feud with President Putin which meant that if
  he set foot in his homeland, he would be unceremoniously thrown into prison. A Japanese family, here to show the Christmas sales no mercy, and a Middle Eastern one, ditto. Apart from that, the
  building was empty: there was practically nobody to enjoy the gigantic Christmas tree that Andy, the concierge, had painstakingly decorated in the atrium.


  Aniela couldnt have been happier. The silence, the peace, the emptiness. The cocooned luxury. It was the opposite of the grind and hustle of her normal life, the crammed Tube and buses on
  which she travelled to the dirty, disorganised, understaffed and over-crowded NHS hospital in which she worked, perpetually frustrated by not having enough time for her patients and by the bad
  humour of her equally stressed colleagues. She had been working non-stop for five years now, ever since she came to London; a full-time NHS day job, plus any private hospital shifts she could pick
  up to supplement her income.


  She sighed as she stepped into the lift, grateful that there was a slab of Carrara marble, white-veined with peach and grey, framed on the back wall, instead of the expected mirror panel. The
  last thing she wanted to see was the expression on her face, her mouth dragged down bitterly at the corners, as she thought about what had happened to the fruits of those five years of constant
  hard work. Every spare penny had been sent back home to her family in Poland, to help them build the house they had always wanted, tearing down a tumbledown old ruin on a plot of land belonging to
  her fathers family, outside the city, and putting a modern farmhouse in its place.


  It would be somewhere her parents could retire to, somewhere Aniela dreamt of living one day. She hated towns, had only come to London because the money was so much better here; her plan was to
  live in the countryside, to have her own farm. Most farms in Poland were small and privately owned, just eight hectares or so, enough to feed a family, but not to sell commercially; young people
  were drifting inexorably towards the cities, and older farmers were eager to sell land they could
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