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            DORSET 2010

ONE YEAR
                LATER

            The days grow short. Apples litter the
                grass, their flesh pockmarked by crows. As I carry logs from the stack under the
                overhang today, I tread on a soft globe; it collapses into slime under my feet.

            November.

            I am cold all the time but she could be
                colder. Why should I be comfortable? How could I be?

            By evening the dog is shivering. The
                room darkens; I light the fire and the flames pull me near as the regrets begin to
                flare, burning and hissing in my head.

            If only. If only I’d been
                listening. If only I’d been watching. If only I could start again, exactly one
                year ago.

            The leather-bound sketchbook Michael
                gave me is on the table and in the pocket of the dressing gown there is a bitten red
                stub of pencil; he told me it would help to draw the past. The pictures are in my
                head already: a scalpel balanced in trembling fingers, a plastic ballerina twirling
                round and round, a pile of notes neatly stacked on a bedside table in the dark.

            I write my daughter’s name on the
                first unmarked page and underneath I sketch the outline of two black
                high-heeled shoes lying on their sides, long straps tangled together.

            Naomi.

            BRISTOL 2009

ONE DAY
                BEFORE

            She was swaying to music on her iPod so
                she didn’t notice me at first. Her orange scarf was looped round her throat,
                schoolbooks scattered everywhere. I closed the back door quietly behind me and slid
                my bag to the floor; it was heavy with notes, my stethoscope, syringes, vials and
                boxes. It had been a long day: two surgeries, home visits and paperwork. Leaning
                against the kitchen door, I watched my daughter, but another girl was in my
                mind’s eye. Jade, lying in a bed with bruises on her arms.

            That was the chilli in my eye. They
                squirt chilli juice into an elephant’s eye to distract him while they mend his
                wounded leg. Theo told me that once. At the time I didn’t believe it could
                work, but I should have taken it as a warning. It’s easier than you think to
                lose sight of what matters.

            As I watched Naomi, I imagined painting
                the curve of her cheeks as she smiled to herself. I would outline them with a paler
                shade for the light trapped against her skin. With every step her blonde fringe
                jumped softly against her forehead. When it lifted, beads of sweat along the
                hairline glistened. She had pushed up the sleeves of her school jersey; the charm
                bracelet moved up and down, up and down the smooth skin of her arm,
                almost slipping off. I was glad to see her wearing it; I thought she had lost it
                years ago.

            ‘Mum! I didn’t see you
                there. What do you think?’ She pulled out her earphones and looked at me.

            ‘Wish I could dance like
                that …’

            I stepped forward and quickly kissed the
                velvety bloom along her cheek, breathing her in. Lemon soap and sweat.

            She jerked her head away, and bent to
                pick up her books in a swerving movement that had her quick, glancing grace. Her
                voice was impatient: ‘No, I mean my shoes – look at them.’

            They must have been new. Black, very
                high heels, with straps of leather binding her feet and wrapping tightly round her
                slim legs; they looked wrong on her. She usually wore pumps in coloured leather or
                Converses.

            ‘The heels are incredibly
                high.’ Even I could hear the criticism in my voice, so I tried to laugh.
                ‘Not like your usual –’

            ‘They’re not, are
                they?’ Her voice was triumphant. ‘Totally different.’

            ‘They must have cost the earth. I
                thought you’d spent your allowance?’

            ‘They’re so comfortable.
                Exactly the right size.’ As if she couldn’t believe her luck.

            ‘You can’t wear them to go
                out, darling. They look far too tight on you.’

            ‘Admit you’re jealous. You
                want them.’ She smiled a little half-smile that I hadn’t seen
                before.

            ‘Naomi –’

            ‘Well, you can’t have them.
                I’m in love with them. I love them almost as much as I love
                Bertie.’ While she was speaking she stretched down to stroke the dog’s
                head. She turned then and, yawning widely, went slowly upstairs, her shoes hitting
                each step with a harsh metallic noise, like little hammers.

            She’d escaped. My question hung,
                unanswered, in the warm air of the kitchen.

            I poured myself a glass of Ted’s
                wine. Naomi didn’t usually answer back or walk out while I was talking. I
                stashed the doctor’s bag and notes in the corner of the cloakroom, then,
                sipping my drink, started walking around the kitchen, straightening towels. She used
                to tell me everything. As I hung up her coat, the sharpness of the alcohol began to
                clear my mind; it was part of the bargain and I’d weighed it all up long ago.
                It was simple. I did the job I loved and earned good money, but it meant I was home
                less than some mothers. The bonus was that it gave the children space. They were
                growing up independently, which was what we’d always wanted.

            I pulled the potatoes out of the
                cupboard. They were covered in little lumps of soil so I rinsed them quickly under
                the tap. Thinking about it, though, she hadn’t wanted to talk properly for
                months now. Ted would tell me not to worry. She’s a teenager, he would say,
                growing up. The cold water chilled my hands and I turned off the tap. Growing up or
                growing away? Preoccupied or withdrawn? The questions hummed in my mind as I hunted
                in the drawer for the potato peeler. Last summer in my surgery I had seen an anxious
                adolescent; she had carefully sliced the delicate skin of her wrists into multiple
                red lines. I shook my head to drive the image away. Naomi
                wasn’t depressed. There was that new smile to set against the impatience. Her
                involvement in the play against the silences at home. If she seemed preoccupied it
                was because she was older now, more thoughtful. Acting had given her maturity. Last
                summer she’d worked with Ted in his lab and she’d become interested in
                medicine. As I began peeling potatoes it occurred to me that her new-found
                confidence could be key to success in interviews. Perhaps I should celebrate. The
                starring role in the school play would also increase her chances of getting a place
                at medical school. Interviewers liked students with outside interests; it was known
                to offset the stress of becoming a doctor. Painting worked like that for me,
                dissolving the stress of general practice. With the tap back on, the brown mud
                swirled around and around in the sink and then disappeared. I’d almost
                finished Naomi’s portrait and I could feel the pull of it now. Whenever I
                painted I was in a different world; worries melted away. My easel was just upstairs
                in the attic and I wished I could escape more often. I dumped the potato peelings in
                the bin and took the sausages out of the fridge. Theo’s favourite had been
                bangers and mash since he was a toddler. I could talk to Naomi tomorrow.

            Later Ted phoned to say he was held up
                at the hospital. The twins came back home ravenously hungry. Ed lifted his hand in
                silent greeting as he took a heaped plate of toast upstairs. I could hear the
                bedroom door close behind him and pictured him turning on music, falling onto his
                bed, toast in hand, eyes closed. I remembered that about being seventeen: hoping no
                one would bang on your door or, worse, walk in and talk to you.
                Theo, freckles blazing in his pale face, shouted out the day’s triumphs as he
                crunched biscuits, one after another, emptying the tin. Naomi came back through the
                kitchen, her wet hair lying in thick points on her neck. I hurriedly pushed
                sandwiches into her rucksack as she was on her way out, then stood at the open door
                for a few minutes, listening to her footsteps going slowly down the road, gradually
                becoming fainter. The school theatre was a street away but she was always late.
                She’d stopped running everywhere now; the play was sapping her energy.

            ‘Though just fifteen Naomi
                Malcolm’s Maria is mature beyond her years.’ ‘Naomi mixes
                innocence and sexuality in a bewitching performance as Maria; a star is born.’
                Being tired and wound up was worth it for those reviews on the school website. Two
                more performances after this: Thursday, then Friday. Soon we would all get back to
                normal.

            DORSET 2010

ONE YEAR
                LATER

            I know it’s Friday today because
                the fish lady comes to the cottage. I crouch down under the stairs as her van draws
                up outside, the white shape smudged by the old glass of the door. The woman rings
                the bell and waits, a squat, hopeful figure, head bobbing as she searches the
                windows. If she sees me I will have to open the door, compose words, smile. None of
                these are possible today. A small spider scrabbles over my hand. Bending my head
                further, I breathe dust from the carpet and after a while the van
                rumbles away down the lane. It’s a day for being on my own. I lie low and wait
                for the hours to pass. Fridays still hurt.

            After a while, I get up and find the
                book I left on the hearth last night. I turn over the page with the picture of her
                shoes and, on the next one, draw the little overlapping circles of a silver
                ring.

            BRISTOL 2009

THE NIGHT OF
                THE DISAPPEARANCE

            I knelt on the kitchen floor, opening
                up my medical bag to check the drugs against a list to see what I needed. This job
                was easier away from the surgery; there were fewer interruptions if I picked my
                time. I was groping into the depths of the leather pockets so I didn’t notice
                her come silently into the kitchen. She walked past me and the bag she was carrying
                knocked against my shoulder. I looked up, keeping a finger on my list; I was running
                low on paracetamol and pethidine. Naomi glanced down at me, her blue eyes clouded
                with thought. Even through the thick make-up she’d already put on for the play
                there were dark lines under her eyes. She looked exhausted. This wasn’t the
                moment to ask the questions I’d wanted to.

            ‘You’re almost done,
                sweetie. This is the second-last performance,’ I said brightly.

            Clothes were spilling from her carrier
                bag; the heels of her shoes had made little holes in the plastic.

            ‘Dad and I will
                be there tomorrow.’ I sat back on my heels and looked up, studying her face.
                The black eyeliner made her look much older than fifteen. ‘I’m longing
                to see if it’s changed since the first night.’

            She looked at me blankly and then gave
                me the new smile; only one side of her mouth lifted, so it looked as if she was
                smiling to herself.

            ‘What time will you be
                back?’ I gave up and got to my feet reluctantly; I never managed to finish
                anything. ‘It’s Thursday. Dad usually picks you up on
                Thursdays.’

            ‘I told him not to bother ages
                ago. Walking with friends is easier.’ She sounded bored. ‘The meal will
                finish around midnight. Shan will give me a lift.’

            ‘Midnight?’ But she was
                tired already. Despite myself, my voice was rising. ‘You’ve got the play
                again tomorrow, the party straight after. It’s only a meal. Ten
                thirty.’

            ‘That’s not nearly long
                enough. Why do I always have to be different from everyone else?’ Her fingers
                started tapping the table; the little ring that some boy at school had given her was
                glinting in the light.

            ‘Eleven, then.’

            She stared at me. ‘I’m not a
                baby.’ The anger in her tone was surprising.

            We couldn’t argue all night. She
                would be onstage soon and needed to calm down; I had to finish sorting the medicines
                before cooking supper.

            ‘Half past eleven. Not a second
                later.’

            She shrugged and turned, bending over
                Bertie where he lay at full stretch, sleeping against the stove. She kissed him,
                pulling his soft ears gently; though he hardly stirred, his tail thumped the
                floor.

            I touched her arm.
                ‘He’s old, sweetheart. He needs his sleep.’

            She jerked her arm from my hand, her
                face tense.

            ‘Relax, it’s okay.
                You’re a triumph, remember?’ I gave her a quick hug but she turned her
                face away. ‘Only one more day to go.’

            Her mobile went off and she stepped
                back, her hand resting on the draining board as she answered. Her fingers were long.
                She had freckles, tiny ones that went as far as the second knuckle, light gold, like
                grains of demerara sugar. The nails were bitten like a child’s, at odds with
                the pretty ring. I folded her hand in both of mine and kissed it quickly. She was
                talking to Nikita; I don’t think she even noticed. She was still young enough
                for the knuckles to feel like little pits under my lips. The phone call finished and
                she turned to go, a little wave at the door, her way of making up for being
                irritable.

            ‘Bye, Mum,’ she said.

            Later I fell asleep by mistake. I put
                the kettle on for her hot-water bottle at about eleven, and lay down on the sofa to
                wait; I must have drifted off almost immediately. When I woke up my neck ached and
                my mouth tasted stale. I got up and, pulling my jersey down, went to put the kettle
                on again.

            The kettle was cold under my hand. I
                looked at the clock. Two in the morning. I hadn’t heard her come in. I felt
                sick. She’d never been as late as this. What had happened? The blood thumped
                painfully in my ears for a second until common sense took over. Of course, she had
                let herself in by the front door and gone straight up to bed. Asleep in the basement
                kitchen a flight below, I wouldn’t have heard the door
                shutting behind her. She must have dropped her shoes soundlessly in the front porch
                and then tiptoed upstairs, quietly, guiltily, past our room and up to hers, on the
                second floor. I stretched as I waited for the kettle to boil; she could still have
                her hot-water bottle. I would wrap it up and tuck it in beside her; she might
                sleepily register the warmth.

            I went upstairs slowly past the
                boys’ rooms. Ed snored suddenly as I passed, making me jump. Up another flight
                to Naomi’s room. The door was open a crack and I went in quietly. It was pitch
                dark and stuffy, smelling of strawberry shampoo and something else, bitter with
                citrus at the back of it. I felt my way to her chest of drawers and, pulling out a
                shirt, slipped the hot-water bottle inside. I stepped carefully over to the bed,
                half tripping on strewn clothes. My hands moved to turn the cover back around her,
                but it was smooth and flat.

            The bed was empty.

            I snapped on the light. Tights spilt
                from open drawers, there were towels and shoes on the floor. A thong lay on top of a
                red lacy bra on her bedside table, a black half-cup bra on the chair. I didn’t
                recognize any of these things; had her friends changed here too? Naomi was usually
                so tidy. A bottle of foundation had tipped over on the dressing table; a stick of
                lipstick lay in the small beige puddle. Her grey school jersey had been left on the
                floor, with the white shirt still inside it.

            The cover of the bed was slightly dented
                where she had sat on it but the pillow was quite smooth.

            Fear curled in the pit of my stomach. I
                put my hand on the wall and its coldness seemed to travel up my arm to the inside of my chest. And then I heard the front door shut two
                floors down.

            Thank God. Thank you, God.

            I put the hot-water bottle under the
                duvet, far enough down to make a warm place for her feet. They would be cold by now
                in those thin shoes. Then I ran downstairs, careless of the noise. I wouldn’t
                be cross, not tonight. I would kiss her, take her coat and send her up. I could be
                cross tomorrow. My footsteps slowed as I rounded the corner of the stairs and Ted
                came into view. Ted, not Naomi. He stood looking up at me. He was wearing his coat
                and his briefcase was by his feet.

            ‘She’s not back.’ I
                was out of breath; the words were difficult to push out. ‘I thought you were
                her coming in.’

            ‘What?’ He looked exhausted.
                His shoulders were hunched; there were deep circles under his eyes.

            ‘Naomi hasn’t come home
                yet.’ I went close to him. A faint smell of burning clung about him; it must
                have been from the diathermy spluttering heat, sealing cut blood vessels. He’d
                come straight from the operating theatre.

            His eyes, the same sea-blue as
                Naomi’s, looked puzzled. ‘Her play ended at nine thirty, didn’t
                it?’ An expression of panic crossed his face. ‘Jesus, it’s
                Thursday.’

            He’d forgotten that she had
                cancelled Thursday pick-ups, but he never knew what was happening in the
                children’s lives anyway. He never asked. I felt the slow swell of anger.

            ‘She walks back with friends now.
                She told you.’

            ‘Of course she did. I’d
                forgotten. Oh well.’ He looked relieved.

            ‘But tonight was different.’
                How could he be so relaxed when my heart was pounding with anxiety?
                ‘She went out for a meal with the cast.’

            ‘I can’t keep up.’ He
                shrugged. ‘So, she’s out with her mates. Perhaps they’re having
                such a good time they stayed on.’

            ‘Ted, it’s after
                two …’ My face flushed hot with panic and fury. Surely he realized this
                was different, that it felt wrong.

            ‘That late? Gosh, I’m sorry.
                The operation went on and on and on. I hoped you’d be asleep by now.’ He
                spread his hands in apology.

            ‘Where the hell is she?’ I
                stared at him, my voice rising. ‘She never does this, she lets me know even if
                she’s five minutes late.’ As I said it, it occurred to me that she
                hadn’t for a long time now, but then she had never been as late as this.
                ‘There’s a rapist in Bristol, it said on the news –’

            ‘Calm down, Jen. Who is she with,
                exactly?’ He looked down at me and I could sense reluctance. He didn’t
                want this to be happening; he wanted to go to bed.

            ‘Her friends from the play.
                Nikita, everyone. It was just a meal, not a party.’

            ‘Perhaps they went to a club
                after.’

            ‘She’d never get in.’
                Her cheeks were still rounded; she had a fifteen-year-old face, younger sometimes,
                especially when she was tired. ‘She’s not old enough.’

            ‘It’s what they all
                do.’ Ted’s voice was slow with tiredness. He leant his tall frame
                against the wall in the hall. ‘They have false IDs. Remember when Theo
                –’

            ‘Not Naomi.’ Then I
                remembered the shoes, the smile. Was it possible? A club?

            ‘Let’s give it a bit
                longer.’ Ted’s voice was calm. ‘I mean, it’s kind of normal, still early if you’re having fun. Let’s
                wait until two thirty.’

            ‘Then what?’

            ‘She’ll probably be
                back.’ He pushed himself away from the wall and, rubbing his face with his
                hands, he began to walk towards the steps at the end of the hall that led down to
                the kitchen. ‘If not, we’ll phone Shan. You’ve phoned Naomi,
                obviously?’

            I hadn’t. God knows why. I
                hadn’t even checked for a text. I felt for my mobile phone but it wasn’t
                in my pocket. ‘Where the bloody hell’s my bloody phone?’

            I pushed past Ted and ran downstairs. It
                must have fallen out and was half hidden under a squashed cushion on the sofa. I
                snatched it up. No text. I punched her number.

            ‘Hiya, this is Naomi. Sorry,
                I’m busy doing something incredibly important right now. But – um – leave me a
                number and I’ll get back to you. That’s a promise. Byee.’

            I shook my head, unable to speak.

            ‘I need a drink.’ Ted went
                slowly to the drinks cupboard. He poured two whiskies and held one out to me. I felt
                the alcohol burn my throat then travel down the length of my gullet.

            Two fifteen. Fifteen minutes to go
                before we would ring Shan.

            I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to
                leave the house. I wanted to go down the road to the school theatre, wrench open the
                doors and shout her name into the dusty air. If she wasn’t there, then I would
                run down the main street, past the university, storm into all the clubs, pushing
                past the bouncers, and yell into the crowds of dancers …

            ‘Is there any
                food?’

            ‘What?’

            ‘Jenny, I’ve been operating
                all night. I missed supper in the canteen. Is there any food?’

            I opened the fridge and looked in. I
                couldn’t recognize anything. Squares and oblongs. My hands found cheese and
                butter. The cold lumps of butter tore the bread. Ted silently took it from me. He
                made a perfect sandwich and cut off the crusts.

            While he was eating, I found
                Nikita’s number on a pink Post-it note stuck to the cork board on the
                cupboard. She didn’t pick up either. The phone was in her bag. She had pushed
                it under the table, so she could dance in the club they’d managed to get into.
                Everyone else wanted to go home, all their friends were leaning against the wall,
                yawning, but Naomi and Nikita were dancing together, having fun. No one would be
                able hear Nikita’s phone ringing in the bag under the table. Shan must be
                awake too, waiting. It was only a year since her divorce from Neil; this would feel
                worse on her own.

            Half past two.

            I phoned Shan and, as I waited, I
                remembered her telling me a week ago how Nikita still shared everything with her and
                the stabbing moment of jealousy that I’d felt. Naomi didn’t do that any
                more. Now I was glad Nikita still confided in her mother. Shan would know exactly
                where we could pick them up.

            A sleepy voice mumbled an answer. She
                must have fallen asleep, like me.

            ‘Hello, Shan.’ I tried to
                make my voice sound normal. ‘I’m so sorry to wake you. Do you have any
                idea where they are? We’ll pick them up, but the trouble
                is …’ I paused, and attempted to laugh. ‘Naomi forgot to tell me
                where they would be.’

            ‘Wait a moment.’ I could see
                her sitting up, running her hand through her hair, blinking at the alarm clock on
                her bedside table. ‘Say all that again?’

            I took a breath and tried to speak
                slowly.

            ‘Naomi’s not back yet. They
                must have gone on somewhere after the meal. Did Nikita say where?’

            ‘The meal’s tomorrow,
                Jen.’

            ‘No, that’s the
                party.’

            ‘Both tomorrow. Nikita’s
                here. She’s exhausted; she’s been asleep since I picked her up hours
                ago.’

            I repeated stupidly, ‘Hours
                ago?’

            ‘I collected her straight after
                the play.’ There was a little pause and then she said quietly, ‘There
                was no meal.’

            ‘But Naomi said.’ My mouth
                was dry. ‘She took her new shoes. She said …’

            I sounded like children do when they
                want something they can’t have. She had taken the shoes and the bag of
                clothes. How could there not have been a meal? Shan must be mistaken; perhaps Nikita
                hadn’t been invited. There was a longer pause.

            ‘I’ll check with
                Nikita,’ she said. ‘Phone you back in a moment.’

            I was outside a gate that had just shut
                with a little click. Behind it was a place where children slept safely, their limbs
                trustingly spread across the sheets; a place where you didn’t phone a friend
                at two thirty in the morning.

            The kitchen chairs were cold and hard.
                Ted’s face was white. He kept bending his knuckles till they
                cracked. I wanted to stop him but I couldn’t open my mouth in case I started
                screaming. I picked the phone up quickly when it rang and at first I didn’t
                say anything.

            ‘There was no meal, Jenny.’
                Shan’s voice was slightly breathless. ‘Everyone went home. I’m
                sorry.’

            A faint buzzing noise started in my
                head, filling in the silence that stretched after her words. I felt giddy, as if I
                was tipping forwards, or the world was tipping back. I held tightly to the edge of
                the table.

            ‘Can I speak to Nikita?’

            By the tiny space that followed my
                question, I could measure how far away I had travelled from the gate that had
                clicked behind me. Shan sounded hesitant.

            ‘She’s gone back to
                sleep.’

            Asleep? How could that matter? Nikita
                was there, safe. We had no idea where our daughter was. A wave of anger was breaking
                on top of my fear.

            ‘If Nikita knows anything,
                anything at all that we don’t, and Naomi might be in danger –’ My throat
                constricted. Ted took the phone from me.

            ‘Hi there, Shania.’ There
                was a pause. ‘I appreciate how difficult this will be for Nikita …’
                His voice was calm but with an edge of authority. It was exactly how he talked to
                the junior doctors on his team if they rang him for advice about a neurosurgical
                problem. ‘If Naomi doesn’t come home soon, we may need to call the
                police. The more information you give us …’ Another pause. ‘Thanks.
                Yes. See you in a few minutes, then.’

            The boys were sleeping in their rooms. I
                leant into the warm, breathing space around their heads. Theo had burrowed under the duvet; his hair, sticking up in a ruff above its edge, was
                stiff under my lips. Ed’s black fringe was damp; even in sleep his eyebrows
                swooped down like the wings of a blackbird. As I straightened, I caught my
                reflection in his mirror. My face, lit by the street lamp shining through the
                window, looked as if it belonged to someone much older. My hair was dark and
                shapeless. I dragged Ed’s brush through it.

            As we drove past the school theatre, Ted
                stopped the car and we got out.

            
                I don’t know why. I still don’t know why we had to check. Did we
                    really think you would be there, curled up and sleeping on the stage? That we
                    could wake you and that you would smile and stretch, sleepy and stiff, with some
                    explanation about taking too long to change? That we would put our arms round
                    you, and take you home?
            

            The glass doors were locked. They rocked
                slightly as I pulled at the handles. There was a night-light in the foyer and the
                bottles in the bar were shining in neat rows. A torn red and yellow programme lay on
                the floor just inside the door; I could make out red letters spelling
                ‘West’ and ‘Story’ on different lines and part of a picture
                of a girl with a blue swirling skirt.

            Ted drove carefully though I knew he was
                tired. He had pressed the button on the dashboard that made the back of my seat warm
                up. It made me sweat and nausea seemed to rise from the deep leather upholstery. I
                glanced at him. He was good at this. Good at looking serious not desperate. When
                Naomi was in difficulty during her birth, his calmness had stopped me panicking. He
                had organized the epidural for the Caesarean section and he was there when they lifted out her small, bloodied body. I wouldn’t
                think about that now. I looked out of the window quickly. The streets were shining
                and empty. A fine rain had started to mist the windows. What had she been wearing? I
                couldn’t remember. Her mac? What about her scarf? I looked up into the
                roadside trees as if the orange cloth might be there, tangled in the wet black
                branches.

            At Shania’s house Ted knocked
                firmly. The night was silent and still around us, but if anyone had been passing in
                a car, they would have seen a couple like any other. We were wearing warm coats and
                clean shoes as we waited quietly, heads bowed in the rain. We probably looked
                normal.

            Shania’s face was prepared. She
                looked calm and serious as she hugged us. It was hot in her house, the gas fire
                flaming in her tidy sitting room. Nikita was hunched on the sofa, a cushion held
                tightly to her, her long legs in rabbit-patterned pyjamas tucked beneath her. I
                smiled at her, but my mouth felt stiff and trembled at the corners. Shan sat close
                to her on the sofa, we sat opposite and Ted took my hand.

            ‘Ted and Jenny want to ask you
                about Naomi now, babe.’ Shania put her arm round Nikita, who looked down as
                she twisted a thick lock of her dark hair in her fingers.

            I moved to sit by her on the other side,
                but she shifted slightly away from me. I tried to make my voice gentle.

            ‘Where is she, Nik?’

            ‘I don’t know.’ She
                bent and pushed her head into the cushion; her voice was muffled. ‘I
                don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.’

            Shania’s eyes met mine over her
                head.

            ‘I’ll
                start, then,’ Shan said. ‘I’ll tell Jenny what you told me.’
                Nikita nodded. Her mother continued: ‘Naomi told Nikita that she was going to
                meet someone, a bloke, after the play.’

            ‘A bloke?’ Ted’s voice
                cut across my intake of breath. ‘What bloke?’ The word in his mouth
                sounded dangerous. Not a boy. Older. My heart started banging so loudly I was afraid
                Nikita would hear and refuse to tell us anything.

            ‘She said …’ Nikita
                hesitatingly began. ‘She said she had met someone. He was hot.’

            I uncrossed my legs and turned round to
                face her properly. ‘Hot? Naomi said that?’

            ‘That’s all right,
                isn’t it? You asked me.’ Nikita’s forehead puckered, her eyes
                filled with tears.

            ‘Of course,’ I told her.

            But it wasn’t all right. I’d
                never heard her use that word. We had talked about sex, but as I desperately scanned
                my memory for clues, I couldn’t remember when. Relationships, sex and
                contraception – Naomi didn’t seem interested. Had she been? What had I
                missed?

            ‘Was he … did
                she …’ I groped in a forest of possibilities. ‘Was he from
                school?’

            Nikita shook her head. Ted spoke then.
                Lightly, casually, as though it wasn’t important.

            ‘This guy. She must have met him
                before?’

            Nikita’s shoulders dropped
                fractionally, she stopped twisting her hair. Ted’s calmness was working, but I
                felt a stab of anger that he could manage it so easily. I could hardly keep my voice
                from trembling.

            ‘Yeah. I think he was around in
                the theatre sometimes.’ She glanced down. ‘You know, at the
                back.’

            ‘At the
                back?’ Again, barely inquisitive.

            ‘Yeah. Where people waited.
                Maybe.’ She looked up and there was reluctance in her dark eyes. ‘I
                didn’t really see.’

            ‘What did he look like?’ I
                asked quickly.

            ‘Don’t know.’ Nikita
                didn’t look at me. There was a pause. ‘Maybe dark hair?’

            She moved nearer Shan on the sofa and
                closed her eyes. I didn’t think she would tell us anything else, but Ted was
                asking another question.

            ‘And tonight? What did she say to
                you about tonight?’

            There was silence. Nikita was completely
                still. Then Shan stood up. ‘She’s tired now.’ Her voice was firm.
                ‘She needs to go back to bed.’

            ‘Tell us, Nikita, please.’ I
                touched her on the arm lightly, carefully. ‘Please, please tell us what she
                said.’

            She looked back at me then, her brown
                eyes wide with surprise. Her best friend’s mother was a busy figure in the
                distance: cheerful, running in and running out. In charge of her life and her
                family. She didn’t plead.

            ‘She said’ – Nikita paused
                for a fraction – ‘she said, “Wish me luck.”’
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            DORSET 2010

ONE YEAR
                LATER

            Autumn deepens into winter. In the
                morning the silence presses coldly against my face.

            I listen though I’m not sure what
                I’m listening for. By now I should have learnt the absence of the sounds that
                I took for granted: the muted steps of bare feet, the distant kettle, murmuring
                radio voices and the porcelain clink of the coffee cups on the edge of the bath. The
                noises one person makes are quiet, careful, separated out. They ebb into silence. I
                open the window and the softly crashing breath of the sea comes into the room like
                something alive.

            I touch her bedroom door as I pass. She
                chose this room when she was small. It was never really her bedroom, because until
                the past few months it had just been our holiday home, but we’d all thought of
                that room as hers. As a child she liked to pretend the little round window under the
                thatch was a porthole and that her bed was a boat. The police took the mattress
                away, and all the bedding. The wood of the door is cold and damp under my
                fingertips. Ted washed the blood off the floor; I haven’t been inside since I
                arrived.

            The wavering reflection
                of the window frame fractures around my hands as I lie in the bath water. When the
                bell rings I get out quickly, a towel round me, then my dressing gown. At the top of
                the stairs my steps freeze. I can see a man in uniform through the glass of the
                front door. My heart goes so fast I feel faint and I hold the banisters. This could
                be the moment they have come to tell me they have found something in the mud of a
                field: the heel of a shoe perhaps, soft and rotten, the gleam of a silver charm, the
                white of a tooth. There is nothing they can tell me that I haven’t thought of,
                but I stop as if I’ve been shot. Then I see red somewhere on his jacket, a
                bulky bag. Someone with a special delivery. When I open the door he hands me the
                post: the order of small paintbrushes from the art shop in Bristol. On the mat
                already is a postcard of a Welsh mountain from Ted’s vast collection. His way
                of keeping in touch. No message, as usual. I sit at the kitchen table and my heart
                slows. The sketchbook is in front of me. I pull it towards me and open it at the
                next page. When the police came to the door and I saw the black and white, the
                padded jackets and the badges, her absence became official. It was still dark but it
                must have been towards morning, maybe 4 or 5 a.m.

            The pencil is rough in my fingers; I can
                feel the chips where it’s been bitten as I draw a little hooded top, shading
                between the folds with short grey lines.

            BRISTOL
                2009

THE NIGHT OF THE DISAPPEARANCE

            The policeman at the door was in his
                mid-fifties, his colourless eyes sunk in soft pouches of flesh. Whatever natural
                expression he had was overlain by a veneer of professional calm, though his eyes,
                moving quickly over my face, betrayed his unease. Behind him was a small woman,
                brown hair in a tight French pleat, immaculate red lipstick. I thought I could see
                anger tamped down. Perhaps she’d had to get up specially, put on the crisp
                uniform and the thick make-up.

            ‘Dr Malcolm?’ The
                man’s voice was carefully neutral.

            At home I didn’t call myself
                doctor; I was the children’s mother, my husband’s wife, but if this
                policeman thought I was a fellow professional he might try even harder.

            ‘Yes.’ I stood back to let
                them in.

            ‘I’m Police Constable Steve
                Wareham and this is Police Constable Sue Dunning.’

            He took off his hat; there was a little
                ridge running round his thin grey hair. He shook my hand and spoke quietly. He was
                sorry for us but not the sort of sorry I was afraid of. I’d been afraid he
                would say sorry for your loss. The woman was brisker. She nodded but put her hands
                behind her back as if she didn’t want to touch me; I was the kind of woman
                whose child doesn’t come back home.

            I took them to the kitchen. We had just
                returned from Shan’s house and I needed
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 Reading Group Discussion Questions 


	When Naomi goes missing, Jenny discovers her daughter is a different person to the one she thought she knew. To what extent is it normal for a child to keep secrets from their parents? When does this cross a line? 

	Do you think that Naomi would have made different decisions if her family had been more honest with one another? 

	Do you think any one person was to blame for Naomi’s disappearance? 

	The novel raises a lot of questions about working parents. Do you think Naomi’s story would have turned out differently if Jenny had not worked full-time, or perhaps in a less demanding profession? Does one rule apply to women and another to men? 

	Naomi’s brothers deal with their grief in very different ways – why do you think this is? 

	In her desperation to find Naomi, Jenny leaves her old life behind – her sons, her career, her husband and her house. What do you think the future holds for her now? Can she ever get back to some kind of normal family life? 

	All three children keep secrets, but cope with them in different ways. How is the theme of nature versus nurture explored within the novel? 

	How does Jenny differ as a character in the past and present sections of the novel? Did you find that your feelings changed towards her? 

	How did you feel about the ending of the novel? Did you still see Naomi as a victim?



	
    

[image: image]


    
        
1

            London. Late Summer 2015

            It starts with a glance. Beth wonders, as her glance hardens into a stare, if she should turn away, leave the party, abandon the possibility of complications and disappointment, return unscathed to the bedsit above the dry cleaner’s, to the empty wine glass on the dressing table, the cup in the sink, grainy dregs tracking to the rim.

            Though there is a choice in that moment, it becomes too late to make it. It was too late weeks ago. She should have ignored the invitation pinned to the board in the coffee room, and never left the flat; she might have stopped at the door of the conference room or left before the unknown man stepped from behind Ted. Now she has seen his face, she is held.

            She stands with colleagues, half listening to their chatter. Stephanie’s Yorkshire accent is comforting; Beth has at times imagined laying her head on that pillowy chest and telling her everything. Helena is thin-haired and muscular; she represents the nurses’ union. In the birdlike movements of her head she seems to be watching, gathering information, a little sly. Beth met them outside by chance and came in with them, smiling as though her courage hadn’t ebbed at the door. Other nurses join them, mostly mothers. All week the gossip circled around what they would wear, how to persuade husbands to babysit, how late they might stay. She had listened, saying nothing. She had wanted to see Ted again but at a distance, watch him with his family. Her deepest motives are folded in shadow, though punishment is the greatest of them, his regret and his punishment as yet unshaped.

            Banners have been strung across the ceiling. There are balloons in primary colours taped to the backs of chairs. Music plays from invisible speakers. The long table has been pushed against the wall and covered with paper tablecloths. Already there are damp patches of wine, fragments of scattered lettuce, the tang of coleslaw and the sulphur of boiled egg. Bottles with beaded green necks stand in ice and three girls walk around with trays of glasses, brim-full of wine. They offer these unsmilingly. Beth feels judged by their downcast eyes, ashamed of her giggling friends who scoop glasses off every passing tray.

            The room fills rapidly, the heat and noise increase. The consultants are in a group at the centre, a couple of women surgeons among them, glamorous in silky dresses, the marks of exhaustion on their faces. Most of their colleagues are men in prosperous middle age. Younger doctors hover at the edge of these knots, rocking on their heels, fingering phones, eyeing each other. Unnecessary stethoscopes are linked around their necks. In the Serengeti with Ted years ago she’d seen adolescent lions circle the older ones, watching them, wanting inclusion first, supremacy later.

            Some of the men glance over to her group; their collective gaze travels past her friends and settles on her. Their faces become serious, she recognises intent. Her look tonight is exotic, seductress rather than nurse. Her dark hair is heavy on her shoulders, she wears black lace to her neck, black eyeliner, a red slash of lipstick. Her cheekbones glimmer. Her friends in low-cut silk are a little older, less precisely groomed; they exclaimed when they saw her, as if her appearance had been conjured by magic rather than craft. She feels sharp-edged amidst their softness, glowing inside the circle like a knife.

            She noticed Ted immediately; he is easy to notice. Tall, blond, the way he stands. She edges nearer, hidden in the crowd, an outsider, looking in. His wife is close to him; his hand holds hers. Beth stops, recalculates. He never used to hold Jenny’s hand. Eight years ago, when she first met him, husband and wife were at opposite ends of the room. Today, Jenny’s clothes are loose and grey; her frame seems swamped by cloth. The wild hair is gathered into a knot and streaked with white. Beth sees the blue glance flick towards her then away. Jenny knows exactly who she is, has probably known for years; she would by now have found a place to put the knowledge. Their twins are here, she recognises Ed. He is standing beside his parents, darkly angular like his mother, from whom his head is turned, as though straining away. Ted always said the boy was closer to him than to Jenny; he took credit for getting his son through rehab, it never occurred to him he was part of the problem. A red-headed girl in green dungarees stands beside Ed, her hand is around his waist, pressing close, shy. Next to them her male mirror image scans the room closely; her delicate features are sharpened into a muzzle on his face, he resembles a fox. He turns to chat to Ed who nods and laughs. A group within a group, easy to decode: Ed, his girlfriend, her older brother who seems close to Ed; at a guess he came first, introducing the sister. Ted’s once shambolic, drug-taking son has shored himself up against his successful father. Theo, the photographer brother, loose-limbed and fair like Ted, lounges at the corner of the room with a camera round his neck. Their daughter is not here, of course.

            Ted is the gravitational centre of the room, a king holding court. The group of young doctors nearest him jostle for attention. His eyes are clear; the puffiness has gone. He must have stopped drinking. He has the gleam of a man who has won his battles, past grief buried deep. He bends to whisper in Jenny’s ear, she smiles; so he has repaired his marriage, he is hard to withstand once he has made up his mind. She was persuaded, once. A bitter taste is in her mouth, sweat prickles her neck. Ted straightens and smiles, he knows all eyes are on him though he won’t guess at her presence, uninvited and no longer part of his life. She toasts him silently. After his daughter went missing, family disaster took centre stage for a while. When war reporters talk of collateral damage, she recognises the word.

            The wine tastes salty, expensive. His favourite. In the early years, they used to drink it as they undressed at the end of the day, before he went home. Tuesdays and Thursdays. She smiles with her friends, but other losses crowd in. Her mother’s tipsy laugh echoes from the shadows; her parents hover near at parties. Twenty years dead, self-absorbed and frequently drunk, there’d been no room for anyone else, hardly any for her. They would have been fighting before the crash, fighting and screaming as usual. The other loss is lodged more deeply; Ted’s second daughter, the child he never saw.

            Ted is listening to a broad-shouldered man with curly auburn hair who is half hidden behind him, though Ted’s eyes also sweep the crowd, the consultants, the nurses and junior doctors, the anaesthetists and radiologists. He is watching everyone watch him; that he is taking pleasure from the moment is evident in the way he holds his mouth, pursed with triumph. New vanity, unappealing. His shirt strains over a paunch, his hand goes to his back when he straightens. There is white in his hair, deeper lines on his face, cruel ones by his mouth. He’d be sixty now, more. She is less than half his age.

            If you can fall in love across a room, you can fall out of it too, falling as from a height to land in a different place with a jolt that shakes your mind. Perhaps she has been mistaken all this time. Perhaps she doesn’t want him after all, never really wanted him. She wants what he has: family, safety, money. Love. The simple, unimaginable things. His sons are smiling at him; his wife holds his hand.

            A camera flashes twice; Theo is crouching against the wall, grinning and snapping fast. Champagne has replaced wine on the circulating trays. The auburn-haired man has moved forward and is tapping a glass with a knife. Heads swivel at the clash of metal on glass, the chatter quietens. The shoulders and the colour of his hair are familiar. She has seen him at a distance in the car park talking to Ted or walking rapidly through the corridors of the hospital, head bent, surrounded by a group. A man in a hurry who leaves a stir in the air. Now he is clearly revealed, fresh-faced and handsome. He wears a kilt, a tweed jacket slung over his shoulders; the colours glow next to Ted’s black suit. His frame seems broader than most, high cheekbones, wide-set eyes. Norse or Viking. He has the air of a soldier before a fight; calm and battle-fit. The freckles make him look very young.

            ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a few moments, please.’ The voice is confident, Scots.

            ‘We are here to celebrate the achievements of an extraordinary man. Thanks to the Professor we are developing cures for some of the world’s most debilitating conditions.’

            His shoulders shift as he talks, his feet step away and back; if he was an animal he would be a horse in peak condition, energy coming off him like heat. Ted was like that once.

            ‘There are some special investigations going on, with exciting developments ahead,’ the young man tells the room. ‘Since the National poached Ted from Bristol four years ago, our department has gone from strength to strength.’ A patter of clapping. ‘He has looked after me since I started a couple of years back. Friend, mentor, the best teacher I’ve ever had – it’s an honour to be part of his team.’ He sounds as sincere as a child. He raises his glass. ‘First a toast to Jenny; you know what they say, behind every great man is a great woman …’

            Two women. For seven years it was she, Beth, who had stood in the shadows behind Ted, closer to him than Jenny. As if on cue, Ted turns to the slight figure of his wife, puts his arms round her, pulling her close for a kiss. Ed looks away before the laughter resumes and a small cheer goes up.

            ‘I give you Professor Edward Malcolm, the new President of the Society of British Neurosurgeons.’

            More applause. Ted holds up his hands in mock protest and steps forward. He flattens his hair, his chin lifts and he begins to speak. The words follow each other smoothly, he acknowledges the young man’s praise with a self-deprecating grin, he makes several jokes and pauses for laughter. He nods at members of the audience with appreciative smiles that seem personal. He thanks his team, his wife, his boys. The performance is masterly.

            Beth has manoeuvred herself to the front, near where the young Scot is now standing close to Ed. The man’s features have softened as he watches Ted. He would be a middle-grade registrar, working the academic part of the rotation perhaps, hunched over a microscope in the laboratory. Clever and ambitious, Ted only employs people like himself. Oxbridge usually, though this man looks as if he travelled a tougher route. In profile his nose dips at its bridge; there is a triangular scar on his temple, a jagged one on his chin.

            Ted’s voice rises; he is coming to the end of his speech. ‘… so here’s to Baird McAlister, a star in the making.’ He raises his glass to the young man. ‘And to the next generation of doctors, who will take this research forward to places we can only guess at.’ He smiles at Ed who would by now be qualified; his son is frowning at the floor, red-cheeked with embarrassment. The foxy friend murmurs into his ear and Ed raises his head with a grin. Beth is close enough to catch their conversation, turning her head away to avoid recognition.

            ‘… family dynamics on display; so interesting.’

            ‘Shut up, Jake Valance.’ Ed sounds irritated. ‘This isn’t copy.’

            ‘Could be. Famous father, rebellious son; perfect for the Sunday Times.’

            ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

            They laugh. Ed’s close friend is a journalist then; a trained observer, that glance around the room had been narrow-eyed. She takes a step away as Ted rejoins his family to prolonged applause. The music becomes louder and the lights dim. Several nurses start to dance together in inward-facing circles. A couple of doctors from Casualty, thick-necked rugby players, begin to walk towards her. She moves nearer to Baird McAlister. His hair is the colour of fire; if she reached to touch him, she has the feeling that her hands would be warmed. As if he can sense her near him, he turns towards her. She notices his irises first, grey streaked with orange, like glowing ash, and then her reflection in his pupils: pale face, encased body. Intent.

            ‘Quite a speech,’ she says, lifting her glass.

            There are green, blue and yellow threads in his jacket; close up he smells of fresh towels and antiseptic. He shakes his head but his face flickers with pleasure. His eyes crease, her reflection vanishes.

            ‘My boss’s was far more accomplished.’ He indicates Ted who is now downing glass after glass of champagne as if to make up for lost time. Theo is taking photos in quick succession, the Casualty officers have disappeared. ‘He’s a natural at this kind of thing.’

            He isn’t. He practises; she knows this. He paces up and down, practising until he is word perfect. There would have been nothing remotely natural about that speech. She wonders if Baird had noticed her already, as she had him, and if gossip might have placed her with Ted. She had let people think there was a boyfriend in the background, a successful business type, often abroad. When rumours of Ted’s affair began to circulate no one suspected her, remote, preoccupied Beth. She turns her back on Ted’s group; she doesn’t want her face in his family album.

            ‘Yours was better.’

            The blush spreads to his hairline; a moment of silent appraisal passes between them, then he smiles. He smiles with his whole face; his mouth opens, his eyes dance, even his ears shift slightly. It’s hard not to smile back.

            ‘You seem fond of Ted.’

            ‘Of course. I owe him everything.’

            ‘Owe him?’ Her voice is light as if amused but she knows how he feels; she’d felt like that once.

            ‘In every way. He’s given me opportunities most registrars would kill for; I’ve been under his wing from the start. I made a stupid mistake early on and he took the rap.’ A swift sideways glance at her face. ‘I shouldn’t have shared that; don’t tell anyone.’

            ‘Nothing to tell.’ She smiles up into his eyes. ‘Scout’s honour.’

            He grins back, he looks relieved. There is something of the boy scout in him; words like innocence and loyalty would apply, so would goodness probably. Naivety perhaps. No wonder Ted fastened to him, someone he could mould, whose devotion would enhance his ego. Her successor; maybe she should warn him.

            ‘I swear I’ve seen you somewhere before.’ The grey eyes search hers. ‘On a ward maybe. Are you one of those newly qualified doctors who are coming to take my research forward?’

            He’s noticed her then; she wants to tell him she might have been a doctor had there been more money, had her parents been sober enough to save some. He’s the type that would listen.

            ‘I’m a theatre nurse,’ she answers, lifting her chin. ‘Orthopaedics.’

            ‘Tough job, that.’ It sounds as though he means it. He couldn’t know how tough it’s been to stand there as handmaiden, passing over chosen knives when she would rather make the cut herself, delicate, precise. She has watched so often, sometimes she thinks she could do it in her sleep.

            A waitress approaches, carrying a tray of steaming Yorkshire puddings, miniature cups with a slice of red meat in each, blood seeping into batter. The girl is young for this, mid-teens at a guess, a platinum blonde with tilted eyes the colour of water. Her mouth is turned down; she is doing this on sufferance. She is dressed in black with a frilled white apron, as if acting the part of a maid in a play, appropriately costumed. Her face is expressionless; she would rather be someone else in a different drama. The hand holding the tray trembles, there is a tiny inked mouse at the base of her thumb.

            ‘Pretty.’ Beth smiles.

            The girl twists her hand to support the tray from underneath, the thumb becomes hidden. The marks under her eyes are greenish, a tired schoolgirl helping out. Baird McAlister has noticed this too; he takes a pudding, then another and another. He puts them into his mouth and they vanish like magic.

            ‘How did you know I was starving?’ he jokes, but the girl steps back as if found out in some trickery. Beth sees the other two waitresses hovering. They look older. One is tall, late twenties with a slant-eyed stare and thick grey hair pulled back from a bony face; the smaller girl has bold brown eyes and a turned-up nose; with her red curls she has the appearance of a tortoiseshell cat. Despite their different colourings they are similar; stepped versions of the same girl. A family business. Beth is held, riven as she always is. Sisters. It would have changed her life.

            ‘There’s something about roast beef that restores one’s self-belief,’ Baird McAlister says, leaning a little towards Beth. ‘Have one.’

            ‘Food and a beautiful woman. How the hell do you do it, Albie?’ A pale youth has appeared from behind Baird; a cloud of dust-coloured hair froths to the collar of his purple jacket. ‘I’m Bruce.’ The narrow eyes glint.

            ‘Beth,’ she replies, unsmiling.

            ‘Me and Albie, we’re brothers in arms. We compete for resources, like our lab rats.’ He leans close to put a soft mole paw on her arm. ‘Now where exactly did those food-bearing lovelies disappear to?’ His face turns like a burrowing animal coming up into light, questing for food.

            ‘Vanished into thin air, they must have seen you coming,’ Baird McAlister tells him, an edge to his voice.

            A good moment for her to leave too. Baird knows her name and where she works; let him find her, it works better that way. As she says goodbye, his eyes shift to someone behind her and his face breaks into a wide smile; turning, she sees Ted staring down at her, his mouth strained into a half-smile.

            ‘I see you’ve met Albie,’ he murmurs under his breath, as if they still share secrets, as if nothing has changed. His voice trembles.

            A warm sense of triumph floods her throat; she moves past him, smiling faintly. Anyone watching would think she hardly knew him, was uninterested, a little bored.

            She doesn’t notice the walk to the station or the train back home, she doesn’t pick up the glass on the dressing table or wash out the cup in the sink. She lies in bed but doesn’t sleep. She stretches her hand across the strip of light that falls over the bed from the street lamp outside, spreading the fingers as wide as they can go, as if trying to grasp the bar of brightness between the soft edges of shadow on either side. The face of the young surgeon glows in her retina like an after-image of the sun, eclipsing Ted’s completely.
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