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About the Book
      
As Lucy and Peter sped along the motorway towards Lucy’s parents’ home, eager to announce the news of their engagement, Lucy dreamed of their life together. Moments later they watched in terror as a vehicle hurtled towards them . . .

Waking in hospital to discover that her beautiful face has been destroyed, Lucy calls off their engagement and sinks into an emotional decline. But Peter’s mother has a solution: a friend in New York knows a brilliant plastic surgeon who is willing to restore Lucy’s looks. Six months later, Lucy emerges as one of the most stunning women anyone has ever seen. But such breathtaking beauty comes at a price and, to Lucy’s horror, she is about to discover that the price is almost too high to pay . . .


This one is for
Abner Stein


One

Lucy had always loved fast cars. There was something so sleek and sexy about them, and the sensation almost of flying, as she accelerated, thrilled her. Speeding along a motorway to the beat of loud pop music with the wind whipping her long hair through the open window was her idea of heaven. It was like shaking off earthbound shackles, being gloriously free and powerful even, so that she had the feeling she could circle the sky and go anywhere she liked. This particular evening, though, Peter was driving. Not that she minded. He too drove with dash and style, loving the new car they shared, a flashy scarlet Mitsubishi Carisma, as much as she did. Humming along with the music, he pressed hard down on the accelerator, overtaking cumbersome lorries and leaving the sluggish traffic behind. Eventually he’d have to turn off on to a secondary road to reach the village where her parents lived but meanwhile, like a golden runway in the evening sunlight, the M3 stretched ahead and she suddenly felt a burst of elation. This was a weekend she’d been looking forward to for a long time: the formal announcement of their engagement. Tomorrow her parents were giving a barbecue party and Tilly, her younger sister, had got an exeat from school. Already the glint of a square-cut emerald surrounded by diamonds flashed on her finger, and glancing at Peter’s regular profile, she felt a glow of deep contentment. Two years together, one of which she’d lived with him in his flat, had assured her they were right for each other. In the summer they’d have a traditional country wedding and then it would be a case of living happily ever after. Dreamily she stared ahead, content in the knowledge of having the rest of her life planned. She laid her hand on Peter’s thigh and he took his eyes off the road just long enough to turn and smile at her. Lucy smiled back. She’d never been so happy in her life.

The traffic was getting heavier now, vehicles lumbering towards the south coast like mindless metal lemmings, spewing out choking fumes. Peter overtook an articulated lorry, the hub of its giant wheels thundering level with Lucy’s face. At that moment the lorry accelerated, forcing him to push the car to the limit, gripping the wheel as he concentrated on the road ahead, finding himself involved in combat with a mighty opponent, a race to get ahead. Lucy braced herself as the Mitsubishi’s engine screamed and the car hurtled forward like a projectile. The lorry roared aggressively, only inches away, determined to keep up, to overpower them, and she felt as if they were a small beetle about to be squashed by a giant’s foot. Side by side they raced as other vehicles, anxious to distance themselves from impending disaster, pulled back. Lucy realised her left foot was pressing down hard on an imaginary brake. She was suddenly scared by the risk Peter was taking. Then, just when she thought they would crash, the lorry surrendered. The roaring monster was being reined in. With a smile of triumph Peter shot ahead. The winner! Relieved, Lucy looked at him. He was flushed with triumph.

‘What a dickhead,’ he said lazily, turning up the volume on the cassette player. ‘People like him cause accidents.’

As they cruised on, the sunset turned to a richer gold, casting long shadows over fields and trees veiled in the first fresh green of spring.

Suddenly Peter spoke. ‘Look at that! God! What’s happening?’ He looked aghast as he stared through the windscreen. On the other side of the motorway a cloud of dust was bowling along like a giant ball. It came hurtling forward, growing larger and denser, gathering momentum by the second. He slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding the car in front. Behind them, the giant lorry’s engine screeched as the driver tried to bring it to a halt. Mesmerised with fear, Lucy wondered what the spherical mass would look like as it passed them on the other side. Only it wasn’t passing. It was storming the central reservation that divided the motorway, a dark threatening shape, looming out of the earth it was gathering as it spun forward. And it was coming straight for them.

Then everything seemed to turn to slow motion. Lucy watched, petrified, as the object took shape, became a large estate car, rising up over the central barrier like a giant porpoise, soaring up . . . up . . . out of the spume of dust, arching high in the air over the car in front of them, somersaulting with slow grace towards them.

Then it was fast forward – too fast. No way of escape. No time to think. An instant later the sickening impact as metal crunched against metal . . . glass shattered . . . rubber screamed . . . chrome clashed with heavy resonance . . . and then the hurt, the stinging pain and eventual agony took over and everything turned to monochrome. The sky, the grass, the wreckage around them, Peter’s face. The world had turned into a black and white photograph and the thought that flashed through Lucy’s mind at that last second was, So this is how I’m going to die.

Diana glanced at her wristwatch. Lucy and Peter should have arrived at least an hour ago. Lucy had phoned as she was leaving the City Radio studios where she worked as a researcher to say they were setting off in fifteen minutes. That had been two and a half hours ago. Allowing for the Friday night exodus from London, they should still have been home by eight o’clock. The aroma of roasting lamb garnished with rosemary filled Eastleigh Manor and, slightly irritated, Diana feared it was going to be overdone at this rate, along with the roast potatoes and the parsnips laced with honey and sesame seeds. Restlessly, she wandered from the kitchen back to the drawing-room and poured herself a glass of wine. Where on earth were they? Not that Nigel was home yet either, but he was often late. His commuting to London and back every day meant she could never be sure when he’d turn up but Lucy and Peter were usually very punctual. Surely they’d have phoned if they’d been delayed?

Tilly strolled into the comfortably furnished, chintzy room, changed out of her grey and navy school uniform into tight black cord jeans and a pale pink tee-shirt. Tall for fifteen, and with a luscious rosy bloom that promised great beauty when she was older, she flung herself on to the sofa facing the fireplace and looked expectantly at her mother.

‘When are we eating, Mummy? I’m starving.’

‘Lucy and Peter aren’t here yet. Neither is Daddy.’ Usually Diana looked younger than forty-six but tonight there were dark shadows under her eyes, like crushed moths, and her mouth was tight.

‘I think I’ll ring Daddy on his mobile,’ she said distractedly.

Tilly strolled out of the room. ‘I’m going to get myself a banana,’ she called over her shoulder. Tilly felt rather out of it these days. Although she came home most weekends from Woldingham, so many things seemed to be happening in her absence and life at Eastleigh Manor was altering so rapidly, she often felt out of kilter. Though Lucy was six years older, they’d always been close. Then Peter had come on the scene and suddenly Lucy was on another planet, talking about curtains and cooking, and acting as if she couldn’t wait to get away from her family. Even Diana seemed to be excluded from this new world which only Peter inhabited. At times Tilly thought Lucy was being jolly unkind, putting him before them all. They were a family. Flesh and blood. She wasn’t even sure if she liked Peter all that much and the thought of having him as a brother-in-law wasn’t appealing, but Diana had told her they must all make him feel welcome for Lucy’s sake. Tilly peeled back the skin of the banana and bit into it hungrily. When she got engaged she’d jolly well make sure it was to someone the whole family liked.

In the drawing-room, Diana dialled the number of Nigel’s mobile. He answered immediately, his tone terse.

‘Hello?’

‘It’s me. How long before you’re home, darling?’

‘God only knows.’ He sounded impatient and weary and she could just imagine him at the wheel of his BMW, briefcase open on the passenger seat beside him so he could glance at his papers while he was stuck in a traffic jam. Over and over again she’d suggested they move back to London so he wouldn’t have to commute but he refused to consider the idea, saying they could never afford a house like Eastleigh Manor if they lived in town.

‘Traffic bad?’ she asked, trying to sound cheerful.

‘It’s at a standstill. I’m still on the M3. There’s been an accident a mile or so ahead. God knows how long it will take now. I’d go ahead and start dinner if I were you.’

Diana was no longer listening. Her mind had latched on to the word ‘accident’ and a wave of freezing presentiment surged through her body.

‘Lucy and Peter aren’t here yet . . .’

‘I expect they’re stuck in this bloody jam, too.’

‘I suppose so.’ Her voice was hollow, verging on panic.

‘What do you mean, Di?’ A shaft of uneasiness made him sound angry. ‘Where the hell do you think they are, then?’

‘I don’t know but they should have been here over an hour ago.’

‘If they’re only an hour late, I don’t know what you’re fussing about. I’m probably going to be two hours late. Why don’t you ring them?’

‘You know Peter refuses to have a mobile phone; he says they’re too intrusive.’

‘Bloody stupid!’ he sighed, and then said more gently: ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. They’ll have got held up. I’ll get back as soon as I can. Don’t worry.’

Diana said goodbye and wished she had a calm personality like Nigel. She’d called him her Rock of Gibraltar for twenty-three years and knew she could never manage without him. He was strong, dependable, and had never looked at another woman. Sometimes she wondered what she’d done to deserve such a good and loving husband. Pouring herself another glass of wine, she strolled out through the French windows into the garden. The sun had almost slipped below the horizon and an atmosphere of melancholy hung in the air like a gossamer shroud, waiting to wrap up the departing day. Diana wished she could rid herself of the premonition that something was wrong.

Thirty minutes later Nigel had progressed, inch by inch, some three-quarters of a mile along the road. Cars were being waved on past the scene of the crash in single file, but the morbid curiosity of the other motorists made the going painfully slow. What in heaven’s name made people want to gawp at the tragic aftermath of an accident? he wondered. But as he drew nearer the tangled mass of vehicles, the ambulances and police cars with flashing lights, the cordons roping off the area, the spilt oil and dripping radiators, and the teams of uniformed rescue workers, he too felt a compulsion to look. He had to look, if only to reassure himself that no one he knew had been involved.

The sight that met his eyes shocked him more than anything he had ever seen. The central barrier had been destroyed as if by an armoured tank smashing its way through, bending and buckling the metal fencing, turning it to scrap. All around the tangled remains of ten or more cars lay scattered across the motorway, indistinguishable from each other, coalesced into mere heaps of métal. Grotesquely, a large black estate car stood on its bonnet, as if it had taken flight before plunging, headfirst, into an oncoming lorry. No one, Nigel reckoned, could have got out of this alive. Feeling nauseous and cold, he was just about to ease his car forward when he saw the front of a scarlet vehicle jutting out from under the wreckage. It couldn’t be . . . it wasn’t . . . please God, don’t let it be! But it was. He recognised the registration number. He also saw there was nothing left of the back half of the Mitsubishi.

‘Keep moving, please,’ commanded the young policeman who was regulating the slow progress of the traffic.

With a tight feeling in his chest, so that he feared he might be about to have a heart attack, Nigel leaned out of the car window.

‘That’s . . . my daughter was in that red car . . . where . . . which . . .?’ He was floundering, his voice choked, a look of desperation on his face. ‘Can you tell me . . .?’

The policeman – just a boy, he thought, a clean-shaven, baby-faced boy – came nearer and leaned over to talk to him.

‘They’ve taken the casualties to Guildford General Hospital, sir.’ He reached for his walkie-talkie. ‘I’ll get a car to escort you there. Just hold on a moment, sir.’

Nigel could sense the drivers behind him, already frustrated, were becoming impatient. One of them sounded his horn. The policeman spoke urgently into the mouthpiece, hurried to the front of the car to give the registration number, and then came back to the side window.

‘A police car will be waiting for you at the next intersection. Exit number four, sir.’ And he waved Nigel on.

His first thought, as he followed the police car with its wailing siren, was to find out exactly what had happened before he phoned Diana. She was alone in the house apart from Tilly, and if the worst had happened . . . but here his mind shied violently away from that possibility. Whatever had happened, Diana mustn’t be alone when she was told. He’d have to get hold of her mother, who lived in a cottage in the grounds; they were very close and Diana would need her. And what about Tilly? She was going to be devastated if . . .

Nigel was almost blinded by the tears that welled in his eyes and trickled in itchy rivulets down his cheeks. How could Lucy and Peter have survived when their car had been all but pulverised? The young bobby had referred to ‘casualties’. Did that mean some people were still alive? The dead weren’t ‘casualties’, were they? But there must have been several fatalities. What about the driver of the estate car, the one with its bonnet plunged headfirst into the cabin of that huge lorry? If Lucy and Peter had got out alive it would have been a miracle. Nevertheless he clung on to the thinnest thread of hope because that was all that was holding him together at this moment. Then he remembered that he and Diana were not the only ones whose lives would never be the same again. Peter was an only child, his mother a widow. Who would tell her her son had been killed? For a moment he contemplated leaving it to the police. They were trained to impart bad news, counsel the bereaved, give professional help where it was needed. But then he knew he couldn’t. That would be the coward’s way out. He’d have to tell Miranda Beaumont himself.

Suddenly the police car took a sharp left turn and, following it, Nigel saw in a heart-stopping moment the dull red brick of Guildford General Hospital. They’d arrived and the siren was silenced, fading away with a final wail. Then the policemen climbed out of their car and came over to him. They’d got here so quickly he wasn’t prepared, wasn’t ready yet to . . . ‘This way, sir.’ They were helping him out of the car as if he were a very old man. He felt like an old man. Then, on legs so suddenly weak he thought he’d collapse, Nigel walked to a large entrance marked CASUALTY. Ambulances, their back doors open, were parked outside, and there was a lot of activity going on.

Inside he was hit by the sickening smell he always associated with hospitals and the feeling of panic increased. He looked around wildly, a part of him hoping to see Lucy, another part of him knowing that was impossible.

‘Take a seat, sir, and we’ll find out what’s happening,’ a constable said in a voice filled with the reassuring overtones of authority. Nigel sank gratefully on to a tubular metal chair, suddenly afraid that he was going to pass out. His skin felt cold and his heart was juddering. Gazing at the floor, he saw nothing. The noisy activity of a busy casualty department whirled around him but he heard nothing.

‘If you give us your daughter’s name we’ll find out where they’ve taken her, sir,’ the other policeman was saying.

With a growing sense of unreality, he gave them Lucy’s name. They also wanted to know her age and a brief description as well. Nigel didn’t ask why.

They seemed to be gone a long time and someone brought him a cup of tea. Nurses scurried to and fro, and a drunk, swearing loudly, was brought in from the street with a bleeding head. Just as Nigel thought he couldn’t stand it any more he felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘Mr Howard?’ It was a nurse with red hair and a scattering of freckles across her pale face.

Nigel nodded, unable to speak.

‘Would you come this way, please? The doctor would like a word with you.’

Diana Howard dialled Nigel’s car phone. It was now ten o’clock and she’d heard nothing. After a minute the recorded voice told her, in maddening tones of disinterest, that the number was unavailable. ‘Please try later,’ it advised.

‘Oh, God, what can have happened?’ she exclaimed in desperation. ‘Why isn’t he in his car?’

Tilly plumped herself down on the sofa beside Diana, tucking her long legs under her. ‘It’ll be all right, Mum. Perhaps they’ve all met up, and as the traffic’s so bad, they’ve taken a round-about route.’

‘Daddy would have let me know.’ She ran both her hands over her face in a washing gesture. All she wanted was her family to be home, safe and well. ‘Something must have happened.’

Tilly said nothing, not knowing what to say. She had a nasty shaky feeling in her own stomach, but she didn’t really believe anything could be wrong. Accidents happened to other people’s families. Any minute now, they’d hear the cars coming up the drive, and there would be Daddy, and Lucy with Peter, all laughing and explaining that the traffic had been so awful they’d thought they’d never get home. Then Daddy would pour himself a stiff whisky, and Lucy would follow Mum into the kitchen to chat to her while dinner was being dished up, and Peter would hang around politely, asking Tilly how she was getting on at school.

Suddenly the phone rang, startling them with its loudness. They looked at each other and Tilly was the first to her feet, dashing into the hall to answer it.

‘Hello?’ she gasped breathlessly, relief sweeping over her.

‘May I speak to Nigel Howard, please?’

Dashed by disappointment, she said curtly, ‘He’s not here.’

‘Well, when will he be in?’ The man’s voice sounded impatient, desperate even.

‘Any time now. We’re expecting him any minute.’

‘Tell him that Oliver Stephens rang. I’ll call back later.’ There was a click then silence.

‘Who was that?’ Diana called from the drawing-room, anxiety making her voice sound harsh.

‘Someone for Daddy and he was jolly strange, too. Hanging up on me like that,’ Tilly retorted.

At first she wondered why she was lying in the rain. It was trickling down her face, sliding into her ears, running down her neck. It didn’t smell like rain, though. It wasn’t a clean fresh smell; there was something cloyingly sweet about it . . . where had she come across that particular smell before? She frowned, but for some reason it hurt, sending a shooting pain across her brow. She tried to open her eyes, see where she was, watch the falling rain, but her lids seemed to be stuck down.

Panic overwhelmed her. She couldn’t breathe. What in God’s name was happening? Had she been blindfolded and gagged? She had to get away from here . . . wake up from this nightmare. Gingerly, although it was painful, she licked her lips and then realised in a terrifying flash that what she was tasting and smelling was blood. Her blood? Or someone else’s? There seemed to be a weight across her chest . . . perhaps she was lying under someone who was bleeding? She tried to speak but found her lips couldn’t form words: tried to move but seemed paralysed. Then she heard the chilling sound of a dog, howling in agony. It was only when she felt a hand on her shoulder that she realised with horror it was her. Shocked, she struggled to sit up, find out what the hell was going on. Why was it raining blood on her face? She struggled, trying to concentrate, trying to pin down even one coherent thought, but she was lying in a black tunnel and couldn’t find a way out.

‘Just lie quietly, dear,’ she heard a woman’s voice say. ‘You’re going to be all right. You’ve got some nasty cuts and bruises, but we’ll soon have you cleaned up.’

Why did she have cuts and bruises? she wondered wildly. What had happened? Peter! She remembered something about Peter . . .

‘I can’t see,’ she cried out, wild with terror. ‘Where’s Peter? What’s happened? Where am I?’

‘The doctor will come and see you in a moment,’ another female voice informed her soothingly. But before he could a great dark wave swept over her and carried her away on its undertow.

‘I’m afraid my husband’s still not home,’ Diana said, truly agitated now. Each time the phone had rung her hopes had risen; she’d been certain it was Lucy to say they were sorry they were late, the traffic had been terrible, they were on their way now – and each time it had been this man she’d never heard of, wanting to speak to Nigel. ‘I don’t know when he’ll be back,’ she added.

‘I was told he’d be back at any minute,’ he said anxiously, ‘and that was half an hour ago.’

‘I know. We thought he would be. He’s obviously been delayed . . .’

‘Could he still be in London?’

‘What? Oh, no. When I spoke to him he was on the motorway, stuck in bad traffic. An accident was holding everything up.’ Diana wished to God this man would get off the line in case Lucy or Nigel was trying to get through to her.

‘If you’ll excuse me, I must . . .’

‘Will you tell him I called?’ Oliver Stephens said urgently. He had a strong, rather loud voice. ‘It is urgent.’

Perhaps she should take a message? she thought. If this man wanted to talk to Nigel about an important business matter, her husband would be furious if she didn’t appear gracious.

‘Can I take a message?’ She tried not to sound too desperate with impatience as she reached for the memo pad and pencil on the telephone table.

‘He’ll know what it’s about. I need to talk to him.’

‘All right. I don’t know when . . . it might have to be in the morning . . . it’s nearly half-past ten now . . .’

‘Yes. I see. But if you could ask him . . . please tell him to call me.’

‘Yes, all right,’ said Diana, hanging up quickly.

‘Who is that dweeb?’ Tilly demanded, coming into the hall, having listened to her mother’s side of the conversation.

Diana shook her head. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea, but I think it’s very inconsiderate of him to keep phoning at this time of night when we’re obviously anxious to know where Lucy and Daddy are.’ As she spoke she started to dial a number.

‘What are you doing now?’ Tilly asked.

‘I’m trying your father’s mobile again. This is ridiculous. He must be in his car.’ Tears sprang to Diana’s eyes. ‘What’s happened? Why aren’t they all home?’ she wept, exhausted by nervous tension.

‘Mr Howard?’ The Indian doctor looked at Nigel sympathetically. He was small and slight, and had dark liquid eyes which must look sad even when he was pleased with life.

Nigel nodded, unable to speak. The blood was roaring in his ears and he felt as if the life was draining out of him.

‘Well,’ Dr Kapoor began, hands deep in the pockets of his white coat, ‘I have been attending your daughter and in a moment I will take you to see her . . .’

‘She’s alive?’ Nigel rasped in a choked voice.

The doctor paused for a fraction of a second before answering and in that moment Nigel knew for certain that the news was bad.

‘She is alive,’ he said carefully, ‘and she was conscious when they brought her in, but we suspect she has a fractured skull because she slipped into a coma a little while ago.’ He paused, and looked at Nigel intently as if sizing him up to see how much bad news he could stand.

Nigel nodded slowly, determined to keep a grip on himself. ‘What now?’ he asked, amazed at the steadiness of his voice.

‘We will be operating to remove what we believe to be a blood clot on the brain.’

Nigel nodded again, feeling like a marionette having its strings jerked.

‘There are other injuries, too. Her left arm is broken in two places, and she has several cracked ribs . . .’

‘But she’s going to be all right?’ Nigel’s eyes were beseeching.

‘It’s a miracle she wasn’t killed,’ Dr Kapoor said gently. ‘We are doing everything we can.’ He paused, considering the best way of telling this distraught father everything he should know.

‘What is it?’ Nigel asked intuitively.

The doctor frowned, looking genuinely distressed. ‘I’m afraid her face is badly damaged.’

‘How badly?’

‘We can perform plastic surgery, although the blood clot on her brain obviously takes priority, but she will need further corrective surgery in about six months’ time.’

But she is alive, Nigel thought. That’s all that matters . . . ‘Can I see her?’ he asked.

Dr Kapoor nodded, his dark eyes sympathetic. ‘Prepare yourself for a shock.’

As they walked along the brightly lit corridor, Nigel suddenly remembered Peter, and was instantly mortified to realise that in his concern for Lucy, he’d forgotten all about his future son-in-law.

‘The young man who was in the car with her . . . how is he?’ he asked.

The doctor raised thick black eyebrows. ‘I didn’t know she was with anyone. I’ll find out for you. What is his name?’

‘Diana?’ Nigel managed to make his voice sound calm and steady.

‘Nigel! I’ve been going out of my mind with worry. Where are you, for God’s sake? I’ve been trying to get you on your car phone for hours but you haven’t been answering! Why aren’t you home? Where are Lucy and Peter? Don’t you realise, I’ve been frantic?’ Relief that he’d finally phoned her made Diana erupt in anger.

‘Chill out, Mum,’ Tilly warned in a whisper.

Nigel sounded strange. ‘I’m at the Guildford General. Lucy and Peter were involved in the accident . . .’

‘Oh, God! Are they all right?’

‘They’ve had a miraculous escape, considering.’ He tried to break the news gently. ‘Lucy is in the operating theatre now . . .’

‘What’s happened to her?’

‘She’s got some broken bones and a lot of cuts,’ he said carefully. ‘And they’re doing plastic surgery on her face.’

Diana was already sobbing. ‘Oh, my baby! Is she going to be all right?’

How, he wondered, was he going to describe his daughter’s once lovely face? The purple bruising, the bloody lacerations? The eyes red swollen slits, the mouth a great gash that stretched across her cheek? How do you tell a mother that her daughter’s nose and cheek look as if they have been pulverised by rocks and that the jawbone, gleaming white, protrudes through the skin?

‘I must be with her, Nigel.’ He heard Diana speak as if from a long, long way away.

‘I’ll come and pick you up, darling. Get your mother to stay with Tilly.’

‘All right. What about Peter? How is he?’

‘I’m still trying to find out. Then I’ll have to get hold of his mother, before the police frighten the life out of her.’

‘Oh, God. How terrible.’ Her voice broke on a sob.

‘I’ll be with you in twenty minutes,’ she heard him say.

As Diana hurried across the lawn, to the pretty gabled cottage where her mother, Susan Butler, lived, Tilly scampered by her side, badgering her with questions.

‘What’s happened, Mummy? Is Lucy badly hurt? Why are you going to see Granny at this time of night? Isn’t Daddy coming home?’ And getting no answer: ‘Mummy! What’s happened?’

Disjointedly, she tried to answer Tilly’s questions, but in her shock and distress she hardly knew what she was saying. When Susan Butler came to the door, Diana burst into tears again, shaking all over, unable to speak.

‘There’s been an accident, Granny. Daddy just phoned, and Lucy and Peter have been hurt . . .’ Tilly gabbled, scared by her mother’s lack of emotional control. She’d always supposed all grown-ups were strong, like her father, and it was unnerving to see Diana cracking up like this.

Susan Butler showed no surprise. ‘I knew something was wrong,’ she said calmly. ‘That’s why I stayed up.’

Diana looked at her mother searchingly. Susan had always claimed to have second sight, and this wasn’t the first time she’d seemed prepared for bad news.

‘Can you come over and stay with Tilly, Ma?’

‘Why should I need anyone to stay with me?’ Tilly demanded indignantly. ‘Anyway, I want to go to the hospital with you.’

‘Darling, no. You’re too young.’ Diana sniffed. ‘And God knows how long we’ll be.’

‘I’m not too young, and Lucy is my sister!’ Tilly, always argumentative, never gave in easily.

Susan put her arm round her granddaughter’s shoulders and hugged her. ‘Darling, why don’t you and I man the phones? There are sure to be people ringing up to ask what’s happened, and if your father tells us whom he wants informed, we can make the calls. We can be far more useful here than we can at the hospital.’

Being made to feel important, Tilly capitulated at once. ‘OK, but can I go and see Lucy tomorrow?’

‘We’ll both go tomorrow,’ Susan assured her. Then she looked sympathetically at Diana. ‘How bad are they?’

‘Nigel didn’t know about Peter. Lucy is being operated on now. Oh, Ma! I’m so scared.’

They walked slowly back to Eastleigh Manor, the three generations, each lost in their own thoughts.

‘I’m sure everything is going to be all right,’ Susan Butler said, looking up into the darkened sky which was now dusted with stars.

‘God, I hope you’re right, Ma.’

‘Granny’s always right about these things,’ Tilly commented robustly.

Susan Butler smiled at her granddaughter but said nothing. The remark had been made for the benefit of Diana, always the frailest of the family.

The lights were on in all the ground-floor rooms of Eastleigh Manor as Nigel turned in at the gates and parked the car in the drive. On any other occasion the house would have struck him as looking festive and inviting, with its richly decorated rooms glowing like jewels through the deep mullioned windows, but tonight he could feel a sense of unease about the place. Diana would be waiting for him, waiting to be comforted and reassured and he wished she would not lean so heavily on him. She seemed to have no idea what a strain it was having to be the strong one all the time. The one who had to make all the decisions. The one who must never show weakness or falter when faced by adversity.

Getting slowly out of the car, he walked towards the front door, and heard the enthusiastic scrabbling of their black labradors, Muffie and Mackie, who always recognised the sound of his car. At that moment the door was flung open, the dogs rushed out, hysterical with delight, and Diana stood silhouetted against the glittering chandelier which illuminated the hall.

‘Thank God you’re back!’ she exclaimed, flinging herself at him. ‘I’ve been frantic. How’s Lucy? What’s happening? Are they still operating on her?’

Nigel held her close for a moment, and caught a drift of the perfume she always wore, then he gently disentangled himself and turned to Tilly who was standing, still and pale, looking up at him.

‘Are you all right, Daddy?’ she asked anxiously.

The fact that at this moment she should be thinking about his welfare made him want to weep. He put his arm around her and hugged her tightly. ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked solicitously.

Nigel looked into her sweet sympathetic face. ‘I would, but I can’t because I’m driving. I’d love a cup of tea though, darling.’

‘And some bread and cheese? The lamb’s ruined but you must be starving.’ Tilly was as practical as ever.

‘Thank you, sweetheart. That would be marvellous.’

‘But we mustn’t be long. I’ve got to get to the hospital,’ Diana pointed out.

Susan came through from the kitchen carrying a tray.

‘I thought tea would be a good idea,’ she said. ‘Tell me what’s been happening, Nigel. How is Lucy?’

‘I’m afraid she’s . . . she’s rather badly knocked about,’ he replied, following her into the drawing-room.

‘And Peter?’

‘He has internal injuries. He’s in intensive care.’

Diana gave a little scream and covered her face with her hands.

‘Oh, it’s too awful!’ she said tearfully.

‘They are going to be all right, aren’t they?’ Tilly asked, twisting her hands nervously.

‘They’re in very good hands,’ said Nigel, wincing at the cliché as he spoke. ‘Everything is being done that can be done.’ He sat down in his favourite armchair to drink his tea, and Susan thought he looked as if he’d aged twenty years since the morning. His skin was a ghastly colour and his hands shook. She’d seen men come home from the front lines during World War II looking like that: stunned, as if the terrible sights they’d witnessed were forever engraved upon their memories.

Diana sat hunched in a corner of the sofa.

‘How did it happen, Nigel? Were they going too fast?’

‘No. I gather the driver of an estate car, going in the opposite direction, skidded and mounted the grass verge of the central reservation. The car cartwheeled before somersaulting into the oncoming traffic, hitting several cars before landing on top of a lorry.’

‘Dear God!’ Susan looked deeply distressed.

Nigel nodded sombrely. ‘It was terrible. Both sides of the motorway became involved, one way or another. Crashed cars everywhere. It was like a battle zone.’

‘Gross,’ Tilly breathed.

‘We must go to Lucy now,’ Diana said, getting to her feet. ‘You told her we were coming, didn’t you, Nigel?’

‘She was unconscious when I saw her,’ he said carefully. ‘They’re operating to remove a blood clot . . .’

Diana gazed back at him, stricken, and sank into the sofa again, her legs giving way beneath her.

‘Unconscious? You never said! Why didn’t you tell me? Was she hit on the head? Oh, God . . .’

‘Listen, Diana . . .’

Susan interrupted him in a calm practical voice. ‘Modern medicine is so advanced they can do anything these days, often by micro-surgery. Lucy will be all right, Diana. She’s young and strong. You’ll see.’

Nigel gave her a quick glance of gratitude before turning to Diana. ‘Ma’s right, darling.’ He finished his cup of tea. ‘Let’s go. I don’t know when we’ll be back, Susan, but we’ll keep in touch.’

‘There was a telephone message for you, Daddy,’ Tilly said, suddenly remembering. ‘Mummy wrote it down on the pad.’

Susan looked at Diana sympathetically. ‘Off you go darling. Give Lucy my love.’ She followed Nigel into the hall where he was reading the message. ‘Is there anyone you want us to ring?’

‘Not at the moment. I’ve already phoned Peter’s mother. She’s meeting us at the hospital,’ he replied absently, stuffing the piece of paper into his pocket.

‘Poor Miranda,’ Susan observed. ‘Peter is her only child, isn’t he?’ Then she put her arm around Tilly as if she were suddenly very precious. ‘We’ll visit Lucy tomorrow, won’t we, darling? And meanwhile we’ll keep each other company.’

Tilly nodded dolefully, too upset to speak.

Nigel and Diana drove to the hospital in silence, each preoccupied with their own thoughts. Nigel was entering the phase of detached calm that is often induced by shock, while Diana, still in turmoil, was wondering why such a dreadful thing should have happened to them all? A few hours ago everything had been perfect; Lucy and Peter were announcing their engagement and planning to marry in the summer. They’d found a bigger flat near the City Radio studios which would be perfect for Lucy, and Peter had just formed a partnership to start a financial consultancy, something he’d wanted to do for a long time.

‘If only I could turn back the clock,’ she murmured wretchedly. Just a few hours, that was all. She felt Nigel’s hand, warm and strong, on her knee.

‘I know, sweetheart.’

‘It seems like only yesterday Lucy was a little girl,’ she said brokenly. ‘She is going to be all right, isn’t she, Nigel? I couldn’t bear it if . . .’

He tried to hide from her how full of despair he felt.

‘She’s going to need us to be strong, Di.’ He thought of her lying there in a coma, her face mutilated, her poor young body broken. ‘We mustn’t let her see our alarm. It’s most important that when she regains consciousness . . .’ He faltered for a second, desperately trying to quash the thought that maybe she would never come out of the coma. ‘We must be cheerful and assure her there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘That’s going to be so difficult.’ Tears had sprung to Diana’s eyes once more. ‘I wish I was strong like you. I don’t know if I’ll be able to . . . she’s just a baby, Nigel. Our baby.’

‘I know, I know.’ But how strong am I? He reflected silently. And then he remembered that Oliver Stephens had called and left a message.
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