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‘My Name was Eden is a compulsive, didn’t-see-it-coming thriller – and a tender take on parenting, isolation, and intergenerational trauma. Barker-White creates the kind of claustrophobic dread you only find in the unhappiest of families, right to the final, sucker-punch few pages’ ABIGAIL DEAN, international bestselling author of Girl A
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‘Complex, dark, utterly gripping. Barker-White compellingly peels back the layers of family life revealing the diseased heart at its core. Had me reading far too late into the night’ TAMMY COHEN, author of The Wedding Party

‘Barker-White’s characters had me at the edge of my seat. I became submerged in a murky world so beautifully depicted. A story of memories, of longing and of heartbreak. Stunning debut’ KELECHI OKAFOR, author of Edge of Here

‘Shifting fluidly between family drama and thriller, My Name was Eden is a haunting exploration of motherhood at its most tested. Tragic and unnerving in equal measure, Barker-White’s debut had me gripped from its heart-rending opening chapter through to its shocking end. Brilliant!’ AMY BEASHEL, author of Spilt Milk

‘Spellbinding, captivating, and entirely unique. I flew through this book, second guessing my every suspicion along the way. A brilliant story of psychological suspense, motherhood, and friendship’ NORA MURPHY, author of The Favor and The New Mother
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PROLOGUE


His skin feels tight and itchy, as if it belongs to someone else. Sometimes he wishes he could unzip it, watch it fall to the ground like a heavy overcoat. Maybe then they would see the parts inside that are pulpy and decaying, the parts that are real.

On other days, he enjoys the pretence. The power. She tells him, in urgent whispers when they are alone, that she can’t get him out of her head.

And so, he waits. He watches how she carries mascara in the bag. Hairbrush. Lip gloss. She does that laugh, that one that rises and falls, bubbling, like water over pebbles. It’s as if they have a secret language all of their own. She doesn’t know that when she lies, there’s always the faintest whisper of a laugh at the end of her denials. It’s so imperceptible that most people would miss it.

He doesn’t.

She thinks she knows him, but she doesn’t; not really. Still, she pretends, too. She hides him away, like a dirty secret. He doesn’t like that.

She doesn’t know what he is capable of.

He loves her, he really does. And all love comes with sacrifice. He is tired of skulking in the shadows, tired of being silenced.

Now, it’s time to break free.







Chapter One


I tug clothes from the washing machine. There are so many, too many, the threads of my family emerging in a conjoined tangle. James’ trousers are twisted, like a double helix, around my satin nightie. The rest of our sodden laundry leaps out in fits and starts: pants, pyjama bottoms, an old t-shirt. Eden’s bra; innocent and yet not, with its small black bow between the cups. I still can’t believe that my dimple-cheeked, curly-pigtailed daughter is changing so fast – only yesterday she seemed to be dressing up, dancing and singing. Now she’s fourteen: in three years she’ll be old enough to drive, in four, old enough to vote and leave home.

I fold the laundry neatly into the basket and sag against the kitchen island. Outside, a flight of swallows dips and rises against the bruise of the late afternoon sky, and a smell drifts into the kitchen, sweet and oaky: bonfire smoke from the farm up the road. At first, I wasn’t sure about buying a converted barn – what are we, cattle? – but the wide hall windows, which offer an all-seasons eye to the expanse of gently sloping fells, took my breath away from the very first viewing. With less than an hour’s drive to Lake Windermere, we are lucky – I know that. It’s the first thing people say when they come to visit, their eyes roving hungrily from the flagstone tiles up to the triple Velux windows set into the ceiling. ‘Wow, look at this place. You’re so lucky.’ James laughs at that. ‘No luck involved. Just hard work.’ I’m not sure he’s right; he was blessed with good looks, a private school education and an upbringing that many people can only dream of. But still – it’s important, isn’t it? To be grateful for all the things you have. What’s the point, otherwise?

It’s too quiet in here. I hit the dishwasher button and leave it murmuring as I carry the washing basket into the utility room. Barney, James’ boss, and Tia, his new PA will be here in less than three hours and I still need to vacuum and finish preparing dinner. The spiced aubergines and lamb are already chilling in the fridge, but I’d planned to make some crusty bread to accompany them and now I’m wondering if I’ve left it too late, whether I’d be better off popping to Sainsbury’s and grabbing a few French baguettes. Yes. I’ll warm them in the oven, the smell will permeate the house, and James will return, tear a horn from the crust; self-discipline isn’t his strong suit. I picture Barney and Tia turning up: her in a burgundy dress that complements her olive complexion, him wearing dark jeans and a white, or perhaps dark blue, shirt, both of them depositing quick, small kisses on each of my artfully rouged cheeks. Right now, I want nothing more than to indulge in a little mindless Facebook browsing, but there is too much to do, too many other things to think about.

Where is Eden? She’s normally home from school by now. I move back into the kitchen and gaze down the farm track, but apart from a small brown rabbit waiting beside the brutally trimmed hedgerows, it’s empty. For a moment, I think I can hear the roar of a bus – Eden’s bus – pulling away, but then I see the tractor several hundred yards ahead, rolling into one of the fields. It’s 4.40pm. The bus always drops her off at the lane opposite the farm at 4pm.

I snatch up my phone and call her mobile: it rings and rings and rings. This is just like Eden – I imagine her looking at the screen, seeing Mum, and shoving it back in her pocket with a huff of annoyance. She doesn’t want to hear from me. To her, I’m a fossil, a specimen from the unthinkable era before mobile or internet technology: ‘What, you had like, no mobiles? At all?’ And then she would shake her head as though imagining a sepia picture of cobbled streets, men on horseback, women clad in hoop dresses.

4.45pm. I’m trying not to think about paedophiles and road accidents, but they’re there anyway, creeping about in my head, treading on the creaky floorboards of my mind. Perhaps she’s gone with James. Perhaps he met her at the bottom of the road, and when she asked where he was going, he told her he was off to buy me some flowers. Perhaps.

James’ mobile goes to answerphone. I can hear his voice: You’re being ridiculous Lucy, always imagining the worst. I don’t understand how he can live his life not thinking the worst, and while at times his nonchalance is a comfort, other times it’s an irritation. There’s no point pretending it doesn’t happen: people do get abducted, raped and killed. How can he have such an absence of imagination?

In the hall, Bluey the budgie starts squawking – three sharp bursts – before crooning softly to himself inside his cage. The school. I’ll call the school. They would normally let me know if the bus had been delayed, but maybe their message to me slipped through the net. Maybe Eden lost her phone …

I lift my mobile again and scroll to the school’s number, hoping to get through to Mrs Stanton, the nasal Scottish receptionist who has always looked out for my daughter. I’m standing there, waiting for the call to connect and hoping that Eden will stroll past the window so I can hang up, berate her and get on with preparing for this evening, when I hear it: a panicked shout, somewhere up the lane. And then I see the young tractor driver running across the field, his dark green jacket flapping out behind him.

I put down the phone. There is something cold and slimy crawling through my veins. Somehow, I am at the front door, registering the cold of the handle, the lemon-sharp brightness of the light. A dog is barking and at the edge of the field, where a brush of trees leads to a tump, there is a small crowd of people gathering. I break into a run, pumping across the track, clods of mud bouncing up around my calves, gasping, gasping. Two men and a woman are standing, brows pinched, arms folded, one with a phone to his ear – guests of Tony and Pippa, our neighbours from the farm, I see now – and in the lake that dips below the row of trees, the tractor driver is wading across the water.

Something submerged. A cobwebbing of fine blonde hair, bobbing gently as the water ripples. My daughter.

No. No, no, no. Please.

But it is. It’s her.

Eden.







Chapter Two

The ambulance is here. My daughter is waxen, a motionless clay figure, devoid of breath, devoid of life, her head pressed against the sun-baked soil. They are thrusting her chest, blowing into her lips, and I can’t take my eyes off her wet school clothes, the black tights that she snatched off the radiator this morning, the shoes I argued about buying a few months ago because they barely fell inside the remit of school uniform policy. ‘God, Mum,’ she said. ‘Literally everyone wears these. I seriously don’t get your problem.’

Pippa, the farm manager’s wife, puts her arm around my shoulders. She smells sweet, like silage. ‘Go and get a blanket,’ she says to her husband Tony, before turning back to me. ‘Do you want me to call someone?’

I am fizzing, incapable of speech. The sun is scattering tattoos of light across the lake and it feels ghoulishly inappropriate, this beauty. I am here but not, watching as though we are actors on a stage: the men with their broad shoulders, ready for the weight of burdens, the sharp echo of the barking dog, Pippa at my side, rubbing, rubbing, rubbing, as though her hand is an eraser, trying to rub out the terror of it all.

Seconds stretch into minutes. Or perhaps hours, it’s impossible to tell. I can’t move, for fear that I will tear this fragile membrane of hope. Please, I beg silently. Come on, Eden. Please.

I don’t realise it comes from her, at first. The cough is deep, rough, like a man clearing his throat, and when the male paramedic stops thrusting, I run forward. Eden’s head is lifted now as she is turned onto her side, and she is making a gargling sound as she retches violently, bringing up green and brown soup. I take her hand and say her name, over and over, and someone – the female paramedic, I think – brings out a silver sheet, wraps it around Eden’s skinny shoulders. I’m shivering too; my teeth chattering.

Oh my God. She’s alive. She’s alive.

There is another flurry then – the small crowd draws closer before being asked to move back, move back, give Eden space. Pippa squeezes my arm and there is chatter now: a frisson of exclamations. ‘Wonderful!’ ‘Oh my goodness.’ ‘Thank God.’ Underneath it all is my daughter, being lifted onto a stretcher, an oxygen mask clamped around her nose and mouth. It looks too big for her face. Is it working? I haven’t yet heard Eden speak, and amongst the relief a tentacle of fear is still twisting inside: dry drowning, brain damage, words I’ve heard and seen in books and magazines. ‘Is she going to be okay?’

‘We hope so,’ the paramedic says, and I think what a small word it is: hope, just four letters, so easy to pronounce – too easy, for all that it represents. She’s the one who came to talk to me when they first arrived, supporting Eden’s head and asking questions as the other paramedic began CPR. ‘But she’s coughed up quite a bit of fluid and we’ll need to take her in, check everything just to be sure.’

I call James from the ambulance, and this time he picks up. Eden has nodded her head to confirm her name, but her eyes are closed again now, the lids drawn, a milky white curtain against the harsh artificial light. ‘What happened?’ James asks, and I have no answer for that; I do not know. I think I asked – no, screamed – the same question of our neighbours when I saw her body being dragged from the water, but no one had any idea.

‘Oh my God,’ James says. ‘Oh God. Oh…,’ and I can picture him, rubbing that thin dent on his temple left by his reading glasses, a self-soothing gesture. He sounds small, and he is not a small man, not in physique or personality. He is a man’s man, a back-slapper, a man sure of his own worth, secure in his success. He tells me he’ll meet me at the hospital, and we both hang up without saying goodbye. There is no need for extraneous words. Not now.

At Westmorland Hospital, we wait. Despite the warmness of the day, Eden is mildly hypothermic, we are told. Given her medical background, and because they don’t know how long she was in the water, they want to closely monitor her, although they are ‘cautiously optimistic’ – her vital signs, GCS score and blood oxygen results are good. But she is not back with us, not yet. Not in the sense that you might call normal. She is pale-faced, tight-lipped and, for the moment, there is no evidence of our little girl beneath the layers of exhaustion. I see more than a teenage girl in a bed: I see Eden, the way she crept into the house soon after we moved here, her eyes round with wonder, hands cupped into a tight ball, before she opened them to reveal Bluey, our rescue budgie that she’d found stuck in the hedgerow. I see her at the age of four, spinning around in a pink princess dress, and later – eight or nine – running up the stairs after her friends as we hosted her first ever sleepover. Bex, her best friend’s mum, had laughed at the shrieks of excitement coming from upstairs, and she’d stayed with me in the kitchen, drinking coffee and chatting until Eden clattered back downstairs with her hands on her hips and insisted that it was their sleepover, not ours, and could we please stop talking so loudly?

The paramedic asked what Eden was like. Maybe she was just making conversation, but somewhere in the paranoid depths of my mind, I thought: she knows. She knows that Eden and I haven’t seen eye to eye, not for a long time. I told her that my beautiful, crazy teenage daughter is confident, happy, always smiling. It’s true; she is.

Just not with me.

The truth is, I don’t know my daughter anymore; not really. Perhaps I never did. I think of how, very occasionally – and from a young age – Eden would talk nonchalantly about the fact that she would never live to grow up. That she would never live to ‘be a lady’. It makes me cold to think about it now.

Eden is taken for an MRI scan; they want to check if there are any signs of hypoxic brain injury. These words are spoken by a nurse – Sarah – who has a face scribbled with the horrors of the job. ‘It’s not a catch-all,’ she admits. ‘The most important thing will be how Eden responds afterwards – we’ll be looking at whether her speech, communication and motor function are all back to normal, things like that. But her blood and oxygen levels are all looking good, and she had spontaneous breathing and circulation upon admission here; all these things give her a really good chance.’

‘Do you need to do any other tests? When will we know… if she’s in the clear, I mean?’

Sarah puts her hand on my arm. Her fingers are heavy, warm. ‘It’s difficult to give you a timescale until we’ve got more information. They might want to do an EEG as well – we’ll see what the MRI says first. We will do our best to look after her, but don’t forget to look after yourselves. Have you managed to have anything to eat or drink?’

James takes this as his cue to stand up. He likes a chance to take charge, to be doing. ‘I can grab some coffee. My parents are on their way; I’ve texted Barney and Tia as well, to cancel. Lucy, do you…?’

‘I’ll come with you.’

We leave our coats on the chairs and head down to the canteen. There’s a huge queue for the lift and I want to wait with them, talk and cry with them, absorb the comfort of strangers, but James is already pushing open the door that leads to the stairs. ‘What happened?’ he asks as we descend, even though he knows I don’t have the answer. ‘What happened, Lucy? I don’t get it.’

I don’t get it either. I imagine our child now, sliding into a mechanical tube, magnets spinning, trying to see inside her mind. The brain is still a mystery to modern science, with its billions of neurons, trillions of connections, so complex, so fragile. What happened, Eden? What happened? I should be delighted that our child is alive – and I am, my God, of course I am – but there is something else scratching away inside me like a wedge of broken glass; a terrible sense of unease, deep inside my gut.







Chapter Three

James’ mum meets us in the canteen, laden with coffees and cake. His parents seem to regard food as a substitute medicine. When I was pregnant, they visited twice a week, bringing over Pyrex dishes wrapped in foil, always delivered with an apologetic explanation: James said you were tired/it’s only a tagine/thought I would save you cooking. At the time, I thought it was sweet, and it did save me cooking, even though I suffered with persistent morning sickness and a series of gastric bugs that left me with no appetite. I liked the fuss they made. And when Eden was born, the fuss switched to her; they sent a constant stream of gorgeous outfits, toys and money. It made me realise why James was always so relaxed, so optimistic about life turning out okay, no matter what happened, because that was the way he was brought up – with a safety net always swaying beneath him.

‘Dad’s helping Barry with the horses but he’ll be up later,’ Anna says. She’s clutching her takeaway coffee cup so tightly that her knuckles are white; they look like berries, about to pop through the skin. ‘I simply can’t believe it. Is she alright? Please tell me she’ll be alright. Will we be able to see her?’

‘The signs are good,’ James says, parroting the nurse. There’s a thin line of foam on his lip from the cappuccino. ‘They think she’ll make a full recovery.’

‘Oh, thank goodness.’ Anna looks as if she’s going to burst into tears. ‘It must have been horrific for you. Well, both of you, but especially you, Lucy. I simply can’t imagine…’

No, she can’t. I blink away the image of Eden being pulled from the water, a wet, lifeless mannequin. It’s too hot in here, and the sound of other people’s chatter all around is deafening: fractured rib, they said. Had to discharge her in the end. Not been the same since the stroke.

I feel myself slide towards the radiator, down the wall. ‘Oh!’ Anna says. ‘Oh!’ Someone grabs me – James, I think. I’m not sure. Then I can’t hear anything but my heart, galloping in my ears.

And everything goes black.

I come around slowly, to the murmur of concerned voices. There’s an odd buzzing sound too, which I think is coming from inside my head until I sit up and realise it’s my phone, vibrating in my pocket. James is crouching down with a plastic cup of water in his hand, and there’s a matronly looking woman there too, wearing a white apron and cap – someone who works here, presumably. Most of the diners are flicking inconspicuous glances in my direction, apart from the old man on the table in the corner, who is gawping at me with all the subtlety of David Attenborough discovering a new species. ‘Lucy,’ James says, and turns to the woman in the apron. ‘Thank you. Drink some of this. Do you want to go outside?’

‘Don’t ask her, just take her,’ Anna says. ‘It’s too stuffy in here. Are you alright, love?’

‘No, I’m fine. I’m okay.’ I struggle to my feet, taking the cup and slopping some of the water over myself. ‘Can we get out of here? I want – I need… to go and see Eden.’

This time, we take the lift. The other two people in the queue wave us in ahead of them, and when the doors close behind us, I see my face in the mirrored panelling, pale as buttermilk, thin strands of blonde hair stuck to my damp face. James’s hand is clamped to my own, his chin raised, as though willing the lift to ascend faster. Anna catches my eye and then looks away, too quickly. She blames me, I know she does. I have never been a good enough wife or mother. When the lift pings, I look up again and her expression changes; she grabs at James’ arm. ‘I haven’t paid,’ she says. ‘Oh, goodness.’

‘Parking?’ He steps out of the lift. ‘Do you need some money?’

‘No, no. You go. I’ll catch you up.’

And as the two of us make our way along the corridor to learn of our daughter’s fate, I think: what does it matter? A parking ticket. What the hell does that matter?

A woman with a clipboard is standing beside the nurses’ station, chatting to a shorter woman in a pale blue uniform. They both smile as we approach, and the clipboard woman holds out a hand. ‘Eli Hamilton’s family?’ she asks, and I hear the sharp intake of my breath. ‘No,’ I tell her. ‘Her name is Eden.’

‘Oh,’ she says, glancing down at her folder. ‘Ah. I’m sorry. Shall we talk in here?’

We lower ourselves into mismatching plastic chairs as she introduces herself as Dr Oke, one of the consultant neurologists. ‘Is Eli another name she is known by?’ she asks.

I’m aware of the weight of the bag on my shoulder suddenly, the strap cutting into my skin. Beside me, James shakes his head. ‘No. No, it isn’t.’

‘Right. Okay,’ she says, and scribbles something down. ‘Okay. Well, I’ve had a chance to review El—Eden’s results,’ she says. ‘There is no evidence of anoxic brain injury, which was our main concern after admission, and she is no longer hypothermic. All her other signs are good, although I will have a chat with the community psychiatric nurse team, given that she’s asking to be called by a name you don’t recognise.’

Oh, but I do recognise the name. Of course I do. I’m falling backwards through time and lying on a bed like the one in the corner of this room, with a sonographer rolling a ball of jelly around my naked belly and studying the black-and-white screen with curious intensity. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘You were expecting twins.’ And his use of past tense slammed into me, while James kept nodding and smiling, completely unaware, enthusiastic as ever. It was tragic to watch, the way his face fell, a reflection of my own, as the doctor said he was sorry, like a shopkeeper apologising for giving us the wrong change. He was sorry. And then he tried to dress up the words, curl their hair and make them presentable with platitudes, as though it would lessen our pain. ‘The other one looks very healthy though, nice strong heartbeat.’ It wasn’t his fault. It was ours, for expecting it to all be okay, for planning the future path of our perfect, ready-made nuclear family to perfection. ‘Two of everything,’ we exclaimed after the first scan revealed twins. We’d been through the Mothercare and Maman Bebe catalogues, drifted into the baby section in supermarkets, marvelled over the pastel-coloured array of nappies, creams, bibs, bottles, blankets, toys. I could see them both, clear as glass, a boy and a girl. ‘It might not be,’ James said. ‘It might be two boys, or two girls.’ But it wasn’t. I knew, I just knew, in the same way you get shivers sometimes and know that someone’s watching, without even turning around. The names Eden and Eli came to me as I was drifting off to sleep one night, one leg hanging out of the covers. Eden. Eli. It was like they were planted there, cottonwood seeds taking root in the recesses of my subconscious mind.

I told the sonographer to check again. It wasn’t just that there was no heartbeat – the baby wasn’t there at all – it had completely disappeared. ‘It’s known as Vanishing Twin Syndrome,’ the sonographer explained. ‘Often, the baby is absorbed by the surviving twin or mother and there is no expulsion of foetus.’ I still couldn’t believe it. Even when Eden was born at six minutes to twelve – my little lunchtime Cinderella – a perfectly formed, seven-pound package, wrapped up in the soft lemon blanket that I feared would never leave its wrapping, I still thought they must have got it wrong. Beneath the sheets, someone tugged at my insides; it felt like a snake being dragged from its lair. I wondered fleetingly if perhaps the vanished twin was in there after all, if he had been hidden from sight and not absorbed by this rose-lipped beauty on my breast, but when I craned forward to look, there was no second baby. It was just a fat, red bag of veins oozing into a silver bowl like a mythical sea creature.

Now, Dr Oke is talking about adopting a ‘wait and watch’ approach, keeping her in for observation. ‘The brain is a complex machine. Scans can give us a snapshot of what’s going on, but they can’t tell us everything. Quite often, it’s the patient herself that can provide the best answers.’

‘May we see her?’ I ask, because the need is becoming visceral. I want to touch her skin, breathe her in, feel the realness of her.

‘Of course. She’s a little sleepy, but she’s awake.’ Dr Oke stands up, and we do too, halting as she pauses at the door. I get a whiff of something herby, drifting through the open window. Cut grass. ‘Just try not to be too concerned if she seems more tired than usual. These things can take time, and it’s only been a few hours since she regained consciousness, so she’s doing really well.’

‘Can I just ask – did she tell you why… what happened?’

‘Yes.’ Dr Oke closes her folder. ‘She said she was trying to collect frogspawn.’

Of course she was. Eden has a thing for observing wildlife – when she was nine, she found a mouse with a damaged foot, and stuffed a shoebox with grass, torn-up toilet rolls and crushed cornflakes to create a temporary home. I’d gone mad when she left it open and the bloody thing escaped – Eden’s fascinations with pets, just like her hobbies, were always fleeting – and was sure I could hear it skittering underneath the floorboards for weeks afterwards. My lovely, lively daughter: a tempest, a maelstrom of fury and sound, but underneath it all, a girl with a good heart.

‘Try not to worry,’ Dr Oke says again, smiling now. ‘Your daughter has been very lucky.’







Chapter Four

Eden’s eyelids are closed, her hair curling in thin damp cords against the pillow. She looks serene, china-smooth and so beautiful that something swells inside me and then pops. The ward is full of sick children: on the bed opposite is a girl with her arm in a sling and in the far corner, a boy of around five is smiling over a bar of Dairy Milk, and it’s only when he turns his head that I notice his hair is shaved; there’s a thick seam of red stitches running above his right ear. At fourteen, Eden is older than all of them and she looks out of place in this room with its peeling Winnie-The-Pooh transfers and gaudy primary colours. I imagine her talking to her friends about it later: The food was totally minging, and – oh my God! – I couldn’t even get a Wi-Fi signal.

I hope she’s okay. Please let her be okay.

There’s only one chair beside the bed, so we spend far too long having a ridiculous discussion, with James offering to get another chair while Anna insists that it doesn’t matter, she can stand, until we both practically push her into it. And then I perch on the other side of bed and James leans over it, so close that I can feel his breath in my hair.

‘Eden,’ he says. ‘Eden,’ and her eyes open. They are almost the same green pools of light as my own, except for the single splash of brown in Eden’s left iris. Bex once found an article online which claimed the condition – heterochromia – could be attributed to the absorption of tissue from another foetus. ‘Due to the melanin production being disrupted or changed,’ she laughed. ‘Probably a load of rubbish, but how cool is that?’

Cool. A permanent reminder of the brother Eden lost.

There is a tiny smile on Eden’s lips, and we fall upon her now in desperate relief. She lies there, stiff, as I wrap my arms around her neck and feel the tears come. She smells musty: dank, like wet dog, mixed with a familiar, fruity fragrance that usually loiters in a room long after she has left.

‘Are you okay?’ I ask, pulling back, and then I see that something is missing behind her eyes, as if a connection’s come loose or been sliced from inside. Her smile is different too – it’s raised in a polite half-crescent that doesn’t quite reach the top of her face.

James is oblivious to this and so, it seems, is Anna. She is patting her hand and telling her how worried we’ve been, over and over. ‘Oh,’ she says, wiping away a tear with a neatly folded tissue. ‘I can’t… oh I can’t. I’ll give you all a moment. I’d better go and call your father.’

She disappears, leaving only a dent in the soft plastic chair.

‘Eden,’ James starts, and she turns her head, looks directly at her dad with a puzzled expression. ‘Eli,’ she says.

James and I exchange a glance. ‘It could be a mispronunciation,’ he’d said, when we left the room after seeing Dr Oke, but it’s now clear that it wasn’t. ‘That’s not your name,’ I tell her. ‘You’re not—’

‘My name was Eden,’ she says firmly. ‘She is—’

‘No,’ I say, then stop when James squeezes my thigh. ‘What happened? Can you remember what happened?’

‘Yeah.’ That smile again, except this time it’s more of a smirk. ‘Eden died.’

We both fall silent. Be patient. The doctor warned us that it would take time. She’s been through an ordeal and may not be herself, not for a while.

‘Granny’s gone to phone Grandad,’ I tell her, after a pause. ‘She’ll be here in a minute. We’ve all been so worried, love.’

‘Why?’

Why? I should be strong for my daughter, but I can’t stop the tears, the bloody tears, hot and wet, from dripping onto her covers. I turn and glance at James, and then feel for Eden’s hand under the covers, wrap it inside my own. ‘Because you – we thought we might lose you.’

I expect her to break eye contact that way she does when she’s embarrassed, maybe pull up the sheets to cover her mouth and eventually mutter something about us being cringe, but she doesn’t. ‘What do you mean, lose me?’ she asks. ‘I’m not lost, I’m here.’

She looks at us both, deadpan, before dissolving into helpless giggles, which is so unexpected, so – as she would say – random, that I start to snigger too. She’ll be okay. She will. The family opposite glance at us over their shoulders, and I dip my head to blot the tears on my sleeve, realising that I must appear slightly unhinged. James offers her a glass of water and as he pours, I witter on, eager to keep the conversation going. ‘Bet you can’t wait to get out of here, love. They said you’ll have to stay in tonight, but I’ll get you something nice for when we get home. How about a takeaway? Or I can do your favourite – all-day breakfast.’

‘Okay,’ she says, suddenly rolling over onto her other side, away from me. ‘I’m tired.’

We tried so hard, James and I. And trying for a baby shouldn’t be hard – it should be fun: giggling under the duvet covers, the stroking and kneading of warm skin, a sense of something building, rising, the Big Bang, so to speak, of atoms colliding, a life being made.

It was like that, for a while. And then every month, with the rush of blood, or – on the rarer occasions where I read too much into sore boobs or a couple of days’ delay on the menstrual front – I’d hold up the pregnancy test, with its single line like a mocking middle finger and the disappointment would settle inside me like wet cement.

‘Don’t worry,’ James said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. ‘We’ll keep trying. It’ll be worth the wait.’

Only three years earlier, I was in the final year of my marketing degree when we met at a friend’s wedding. I was surprised to have been invited, given that I only helped out the bride on Saturdays at the vets where she worked, and was in two minds about going. I didn’t much fancy the thought of faking an all-day smile for group photographs, feigning an interest in strangers who had nothing much to say, or watching horny middle-aged men pressing up against drunk, sweaty women on the dancefloor. I still can’t remember why I changed my mind.

Perhaps it was fate.

James had been placed beside me on an intimate round table seating eight, which had been decorated with huge cream bows. At first, I wasn’t sure about him. He was so relaxed, so gregarious. He was confident in that way that men are when they’re entirely comfortable in their own skin, assured of their looks and success. We’d done the whole “how do you know the bride or groom” thing, and after that the drinks continued to flow, along with the conversation. We’d recently split from casual partners – in my case, a commitment-phobe who preferred the company of his dogs to me – and raised a glass to them both for what they were missing, before folding into simultaneous laughter. And then, several more drinks in, we raised a glass to each other. To us. To infinite possibilities.

Much later, when we’d been out for five or six dates, he told me that he’d found me intimidating at first. ‘I thought you were so mysterious,’ he joked. ‘An ice maiden.’

After we married, it seemed my ovaries thought so, too. My reproductive system seemed to be frozen, incapable of performing the one task I asked of it. When tests showed ‘unexplained infertility’, I realised that perhaps we weren’t being proactive enough. It was time for proper planning and targeted measures: ovulation tests, sex on specific days, monitoring my temperature daily on a wall-mounted chart, a change of diet. When I came home with a pack of ‘cooling’ underwear for James, he burst out laughing. ‘Cooling pants? That’ll just make my knob shrivel.’

It was essential, you see. Essential to keep his privates cool. Essential that we tried everything. We couldn’t fail, if we did everything right.

But we did fail. No matter what we tried, we failed.

After two years of nagging, when his business was just taking off, James agreed to try IVF. We didn’t go on holiday, we stopped buying useless things for the sake of it. On the third attempt, it worked. Two embryos were implanted.

And there, on the six-week scan, were two beating hearts, pulsing with life. We couldn’t believe it. We really couldn’t believe it. We cried and screamed and laughed, and then straightaway, I texted my friends: IT’S TWINS!

Except it wasn’t. One twin vanished, and the only proof I have of his existence is the single black-and-white photograph of the two of them curled together inside my womb, like speech marks. An empty space between them. Nothing more to say.







Chapter Five

Bex turns up a few hours later. I’ve come down to the vending machine to grab another coffee, and she sweeps into the corridor like a warm wind, her long red coat flapping out like a cape behind her. ‘How is she doing?’ she asks, grabbing me into a hug. ‘And you. Are you okay?’

I’m grateful: she’s the first person to have asked me that. We haven’t been as close since she had her two boys – Lucas and Brogan, now two and three – but if we need one another, we’ve always dropped everything in a heartbeat. When we first met, she was newly qualified in massage therapy and the smell of pachouli on her hands, now clasped around my neck, reminds me of a time when it was just us and the girls. All of us, entwined like ivy. I was only too happy to help her out, taking turns to collect the girls from preschool and then primary school, as well as providing childcare during the never ending merry-go-round of school holidays. And then, that long cold winter when Charlie’s dad left Bex for another woman; she’d spent so many weeks at my kitchen table, dissecting the value of her reduced worth. ‘I gave him a blow job the night before,’ she said, as though ingesting his fluids would guarantee lifelong commitment. ‘And I let him watch Robot Wars, even though Strictly was on.’

‘Not at the same time, I hope.’

‘No.’ She laughed at that. And even though James moaned about her always being around, he wasn’t, so the days that would otherwise have been filled with Eden’s agonised cries of when will Daddy be home? were suffused with laughter, tears, the occasional furious outburst and shared confidences. I liked that she needed me. I was her safe haven. She thought I’d always had it all, and I was happy to indulge the myth.

‘Yes. No. I don’t know,’ I admit now. I indicate some empty chairs at the far end of the corridor. ‘Shall we go and sit down there?’

‘Yeah, okay. Is James with Eden?’

Our shoes clack across the off-white floor. ‘No, I persuaded him to go home – I didn’t think there was much point both of us getting no sleep. Anyway, the nurses said Eden needs to rest, so there’s not much more we can do.’

‘You want to be here with her. I get that.’ Bex lowers herself into the chair beside me. The daytime atmosphere of pace and purpose has given way to a muted, sombre mood; the only sound comes from the occasional chime of the lift doors pinging open, the rumble of a hospital bed being wheeled away.

‘Eden’s okay though, isn’t she?’

‘Yeah. I mean, she’s talking a bit, but…’ I can’t tell her about Eden calling herself Eli. She isn’t Eli – I grieved for him years ago. Eli is dead. ‘She’s not herself. She’s… I don’t know… she seems different, somehow.’

‘Of course she’s different! Look what she’s been through. She’s going to be fine, though, Luce. Eden’s a fighter.’

And so are you, I think. It doesn’t seem long ago that Bex was in my house, flapping Charlie upstairs to play with Eden before dissolving into tears again; tears that broke like rogue waves, several times a day. But of course, it was a long time ago. ‘I can’t stop replaying it,’ I tell her. ‘Seeing Eden like that, like she was dead. She was dead.’

‘Fuck. I just can’t… what happened?’

‘I don’t know. The consultant said she’d spoken to Eden and she told them the same thing she told us – that she’d gone to the lake to collect some frogspawn.’ I pause to take a sip of coffee. It tastes like sink water. ‘From the marks on the muddy bank, they said it looked like she slipped, but I still… Eden’s a good swimmer. Why didn’t she just climb straight back out?’

‘Maybe it’s deeper than it looks. Maybe she started panicking? You know what, it doesn’t matter. I’m just glad she’s okay,’ Bex says. ‘Charlie’s been so worried – we all have.’

Of course Charlie’s worried – the two girls have been inseparable since preschool. Both lively and vivacious. Peas in a pod, their teacher used to call them. And yet, unlike Charlie who – as far as I can tell – has always shared everything with Bex, Eden was a closed book. I would ask how her day had been, what was going on at school, how she was feeling, and she’d look at me as if I’d just suggested she shave off her eyebrows. Either that, or I’d get a one-word – no, not even that – a one-letter answer: ‘K’, usually followed by a view of her retreating back. ‘Leave her alone,’ James would say. ‘She’s fourteen, for God’s sake.’ And it was alright for him, because to her he had always been good cop, the one she didn’t roll her eyes at every time he spoke.

‘I’d better get back for my three,’ Bex says eventually, when the cold plastic of the chairs starts cutting into our spines. ‘Give Eden our love, would you? Tell her she can come over to ours for the sleepover of the century when she’s feeling better. I’ll order in popcorn, sweets, chocolate, the works.’

‘Thanks, Bex.’

‘And look after yourself. Anything you need, just shout.’

‘Thanks.’

Another pachouli hug. ‘I’m just so relieved, to think… you know… what could have happened,’ Bex says.

She’s right; Eden is alive. She’s alive. I have to hang onto that. Whatever else happens, the alternative is far worse.


Eden is sitting up in bed when I return. She’s looking out of the window, where an ambulance passes in a scream of blue, casting an eerie light across her face.

‘I’ve just seen Bex,’ I tell her. ‘They all send their love. She said you can have a sleepover when you’re up to it.’

She turns and smiles. ‘Definitely! When can I get out of here?’

Excitement in her voice: this is good. This is progress. ‘At the very earliest, tomorrow. They just need to monitor your functions, make sure everything’s okay. Eden, I—’

‘Eli.’

I drop my voice to a low whisper. James isn’t here to silence me now. ‘I know this is hard, but it’s not … your name is Eden. Look, it even says that on your wristband. Can you remember? Eli was your brother, but he… he…’

Her eyes are pebbles, cold and hard. ‘I didn’t die.’

And then a nurse appears, pushing a wheeled machine in front of the bed and obscuring my view. She puts a fabric cuff around Eden’s arm before placing a clip on her finger. ‘Just got to check your blood pressure again, my lovely,’ she chirps, untangling the wires and pressing the plug into the socket behind Eden’s head. Eden shrugs upwards in the bed and squares her shoulders until all I can see is a blood-red glow, pulsing through her outstretched fingertip.

It’s 4:04am; the jagged, muted chatter at the nurses’ station must have woken me. There’s a pain in my side where I’ve been slouched in the hospital chair and my eyes are sticky, marshmallow-thick with sleep. There’s a buzzing sound, coming from my bag. Must be James. He’ll be wondering how Eden’s doing, probably unable to sleep too. With any luck, Eden will be allowed out today. Please God. It seems absurd that twenty-four hours ago I had nothing more to worry about than preparing a lamb tagine and tidying the house. And twenty-four hours from now… what? What will be happening?

Outside the window, the clouds seem to slide across the sky in slow motion, bleeding shades of maroon which deepen and darken, cracking open like a volcanic spill. I need a wee, and I want to check my phone, but I can’t risk waking Eden. All the time she’s asleep, I can imagine that whatever’s going on inside her head is working to repair the damage: cells are being renewed, synapses are firing, the swelling is subsiding. I watch, as I watched when she was a baby, except now there is a thin line of peach fuzz above her top lip, a trio of small spots on her chin. Where did she go, that little girl who ran outside in the rain without a coat and giggled continuously as she watched me chase her, round and around in circles? The little girl who stopped my heart by hiding inside kitchen units at the hardware store and – more than once – hurtled headlong
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