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CHAPTER ONE

Botswana, March 2014

The hot evening closes around the track, the rasp of cicadas is dense. My feet crunch on deep grit. Walking seems as easy as breathing; my thoughts loosen and drift in the warm air.

Adam will be sipping beer, happy; that new word … Zoë, maybe under the trees with a lizard in her hands. Alice will be near Teko, reading, dark hair sweeping the page, calmer than this morning. The scent of supper diffuses into the garden; Elisabeth puts flowers in a glass.

A crested bulbul startles up from the track, his staccato call tearing the peace: be quick, be quick, Doctor, be quick. The gold light darkens between the trees; a desert flower flares red in the shadows, and then it’s dusk.

Supper time. Bath time. Sam might be crying.

Another bird answers the first and another, then all the trees are full of broken sounds. The darkening air feels thick as cake in my mouth.

In front of my feet a thin snake slithers lightning fast across the track and disappears into a gully. I want a drink with gin in it. I want Adam to be impressed I made it home on foot – sorry he forgot to check the car, sorry he didn’t charge his mobile.

The gate is shrouded in shadow by the time I reach it, though the wood is still hot under my hand. It swings back with the familiar two-tone whine. The frogs have started their night-time belching in the pond behind the house. When I kick off my slimy flip-flops, the dust is soft under my feet. Relief at being home blooms like a pain under my ribcage and I round the curving sweep of the drive, impatient to see the first lights pricking across the scrubby lawn.

It takes seconds to register that all the lights in the house are blazing, that torch beams are moving jerkily across the lawn. Adam is shouting, his voice a low-pitched bellow like an animal in pain. He’s over by the trees. When I start running, his face turns towards me, glimmering white through the dusk. Zoë, inside, stands against the wall, crying quietly. It’s not her then. Alice squats in the corner; she sees me and stands with fluid grace. It’s not her either.

And then I know.

The shadows in our bedroom flicker differently: it takes me a second to see that the curtains are torn, and moving a little in the slight wind. A glittering pile of glass lies in front of the window on the carpet, a few jagged shards still lodged in the frame.

The cot is empty.
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CHAPTER TWO

London, March 2013

It was a bad time to start a conversation. Midnight. Rain crackling at the windows, an empty wine bottle on the table between us. Adam’s slim face was flushed, his dark hair sticking up where he’d run his hands through it so many times. I wanted to smooth it down and put my lips against the lines between his eyebrows, but there was a secret gleam about him that kept me away.

The kitchen was messy: Sofia had gone to see a Polish film with her friends, and the children’s shoes and bags were strewn about the floor. Our glasses and the food cartons needed clearing away. Zoë’s drawings lay in sliding heaps on the sideboard, Alice’s maths neatly piled, both waiting for my approval.

Tomorrow’s list started at eight a.m., with two hysterectomies. I pushed back my chair and got up. Adam’s expression was inward, as though he was working out a difficult sum in his head. I began to clear the table, stacking bowls on the crowded draining-board.

My father had an antique weighing machine: it sat on the desk in his study but it disappeared after he died. It was made of polished wood and brass, with embossed metal weights; he’d let me use it as a child, to weigh his letters and parcels. A thin sheet of paper could make all the difference. My relationship with Adam was evenly weighted with work and success, but the balance could tip at any moment. I clattered the cutlery into the sink. I loved him. I loved almost everything about him: the smile that deepened the creases around his eyes, the way he swung up the children at the end of the day, the warmth of his body in bed next to mine; but if he was winning, it meant I was losing. I wanted him to do well, just as long as he didn’t do better than me.

‘Tell me.’ I reached for his plate. This needn’t take long. It might be nothing, a clever diagnosis, perhaps, or the winning shot in his lunchtime game of squash.

‘A research opportunity has come up.’ He cleared his throat, an unnecessary sound that grated. His voice was monotonous, but as his eyes tracked mine, the dilated pupils gave him away: this was no routine project. I dumped the plate in the sink on top of the knives and forks and sat down to face him, hands on the table, braced.

‘Let me guess. The Wellcome Trust agreed funding for your cancer stem cell project?’ Pride and jealousy curdled in the pit of my stomach.

He shook his head; his eyes skated sideways. ‘Remember when you did that research post in San Francisco twelve years ago?’

I nodded, though it seemed longer ago than that, a strange and distant time of missing Adam, of walking alone up and down the foggy hills to the hospital, and of the faint strains of jazz reaching through the open windows in the lab. I’d spent my days and nights staining and studying slides, then analysing results; hours writing up my findings.

‘… just married but it was your big opportunity and I let you go,’ Adam was continuing.

The memory of the shining midnight lab, the racks of slides and empty coffee cups faded. Adam was staring at me, tapping his fingers.

I stared back at him. ‘What’s this really about, Adam?’

His eyes flickered downwards. ‘I’ve been offered a research post for a year in Botswana.’

In the silence that followed, the dishwasher clicked: the end of the cycle. We often pretended not to notice it needed emptying, but this was a whole new game. It was as though he’d punched me in the gut, more a fight than a game.

‘Offered? You applied some time ago, then.’

Around us the children’s paintings were stuck on the cupboard doors; Zoë’s clay animals cluttered every sill. A squash ball lay among the oranges in the fruit bowl. Alice’s violin was in the corner ready for tomorrow, swimming-pool times were pinned to the fridge with a heart-shaped magnet. My on-call rota was Sellotaped to the wall above the phone. Adam’s news could change everything but he had kept it completely secret until now.

‘The offer came out of the blue, Em. I’d have discussed it first if I’d applied. Of course.’

A muscle in his cheek flickered. The movement was minute – if I hadn’t been watching so closely I would have missed it.

‘That can’t possibly be the whole story, these things take discussion and planning. Why didn’t you tell me before?’

‘It’s difficult to talk to you sometimes … You get so wound up by my success.’

‘So you kept it secret?’

‘I couldn’t find the words.’

‘Tell me now.’

‘Chris Assazar emailed me from Johannesburg.’ Adam leant forward. ‘He’s read my paper on serum markers for lymphomas and he thinks an oncologist could do something useful out there. He’d supply funding.’

‘Useful … Meaning what, exactly?’

‘He runs a research center for HIV in southern Africa. Botswana has the fastest growing infected population in the continent. We know AIDS patients are at risk of lymphomas …’ He was beginning to sound portentous, as he probably did when lecturing the medical students. He caught my glance and his voice quickened: ‘So if we can tell from serum markers who is at particularly at risk, we can give anti-lymphoma treatment early and extend normal life by months, years, maybe.’

‘What about our normal lives?’

Our lives weren’t normal, but one of us was around, at least for part of the time, and the au pair filled in the rest. We took turns to be on call. Last weekend I’d done four Caesareans while Adam held the fort at home. I often did my research in the evenings while he read stories to the children. I took them to school in the mornings. With Adam in Botswana, I would be responsible for everything; there would be no time for research as well as clinical work. He would be free to work as hard as he wanted. He’d publish new work. I’d achieve nothing.

He’d win. He’d always denied it was like that, but I didn’t believe him. My eyes burnt with tiredness and in that moment I was back at school, pulling through the pool, watching rivals, eyes stinging with chlorine, on fire to touch first. How could anyone not want to win?

Adam’s chair grated against the slate floor as he stood up. Next to him was the silver-framed photograph of my father on the windowsill. White-haired, high cheekbones, deep-set eyes behind half-moon glasses. The picture didn’t show his hands, which had been tough-skinned, broad as spades. Warm. Because he was an obstetrician, people said they were surgeon’s hands, skilled at saving life. It hadn’t seemed like that to me in the quarry. You can sink or you can swim, he’d said. I was five years old.

The quarry is silent. Secret.

The lake is a deep scoop of shadowed green between cliffs. We are together in his boat.

It’s a hot day but I’m cold. I’m wearing a swimming costume. I don’t know why, I can’t swim. We usually come to fish but today he hasn’t brought the rods.

‘You can sink or you can swim.’

I don’t know what he means but I feel frightened.

‘It’s up to you,’ he says. He bends to me; his hands fit round my waist. He picks me up, holds me over the edge of the boat and then, very carefully, drops me in.

I hit stones at the bottom, mud soft as flesh, like Mum’s grave. I open my mouth to scream and gag on water.

Thin yellow light comes down though the green above me. Bubbles stream upwards.

A voice shouts my name.

I lunge to the surface, reeds scraping my legs as I rise.

Adam began to pace a few steps, turning back and forth as he gesticulated. His words fitted smoothly together, as though he’d been practising what to say out loud in the car coming home. ‘… good for both of them. It wouldn’t matter if Zoë skipped Reception – in Scandinavia, five-year-old kids wouldn’t even be at school; Alice is so far ahead she could take the rest of year five off and it would make no difference at all.’ He sat down again and opened his hands as if offering me a gift. ‘You could take a sabbatical, do any research you liked.’

So he wanted us in Botswana with him. I stared across the table but didn’t see him. I was back in the early-morning kitchen ten years ago, downing coffee and writing papers while Adam and baby Alice slept. It was the same when Zoë was born. Since I’d been made consultant, life had been a constant round of clinical work and research. I hardly took a day off – how could I go away for a year? Adam had published more than me but I was younger. I’d catch up. None of it was easy, time was still scavenged. Family flowed into every gap there was, buoying me up, weighing me down.

‘Please, Em?’

Across the table Adam was leaning forward, waiting for me to agree. Two years ago he’d wanted a third baby. He’d begged then, but I was new to my post and responsible for a team. The timing wasn’t right. We had Alice and Zoë; everything balanced. Just. I’d said no. I’d say no to this. Adam’s research in Botswana would take longer than a pregnancy. I’d sooner have a baby than spend a year abroad: babies slotted in. It was Adam’s turn to give something up.

‘When is all this supposed to happen?’ I asked.

I had to marshal my thoughts but I needed sleep. If this had been a normal evening, like any other, the kitchen would be peaceful by now. The main light would be turned off and the room lit by the glow from side lamps. Adam would be reading a paper with his feet up, sipping tea, while I glanced through the girls’ work. The only sounds would be the clock ticking and the pages turning, maybe Adam’s favourite Mozart quartet playing quietly as the day knitted together.

‘It will take a little while to set up, confirm funding, and organize the team.’

His voice was quieter. He thought he’d won.

‘Megan said she’d help. Her parents used to work in a mission centre out there. It’s where she grew up. It’ll take nine months to organize the research, starting from now. Ten tops. We could be there around Christmas time.’ He was smiling now. ‘It would be a chance to help people, get some real meaning in our lives.’

But we helped people already. Our lives were full of meaning. I pushed myself up and, ignoring the dishwasher, ran the tap over the pile of cutlery and plates in the sink, splashing water on my clothes. Megan, his loyal secretary. She’d do anything she could to help him achieve what he wanted. She didn’t have children, though: she might not realize the effect Adam’s plan would have on ours. They were doing well, but what would happen if we pulled them away from their routines? They deserved the choices I’d had. That meant keeping pace, working hard.

Adam’s arms slid round me from behind. ‘It would be an adventure,’ he said.

I used to love that word. It meant bicycling across Europe with tents or hitching through America, rucksacks on our backs. I scraped a smear of pesto off a dish with a knife; I didn’t need that kind of adventure now. Everything I wanted was here, in London. Adam’s arms were pressing into the skin of my pelvis. Despite the tiredness, I felt desire heat my face.

‘What d’you think?’ His lips were on my neck.

I turned to face him. His mouth was slightly open and I could smell the wine on his breath. My head was swimming with alcohol. He’d said nine months, starting from now: that gave me time. I’d work something out; I knew about survival. I’d survive this.

‘Let’s not deal with it now.’ I kissed him. ‘We’re too tired. There’ll be time to go over it tomorrow or at the weekend. Come to bed.’

I took his hand; I could look through the paintings and homework tomorrow. As we turned to go, I heard light footsteps scurrying up the stairs ahead us, then a door closing quietly. Sofia must have crept in unnoticed. She was on the top landing in the room next to Alice. Alice had been so tired recently – I hoped Sofia hadn’t woken her up.

We closed our bedroom door and leant against it in the dark, out of breath and clinging to each other, wine and exhaustion loosening the moment. Adam started pulling off my jersey. I unbuckled his belt. We were laughing.

He pushed me back onto the bed, sliding his hands under my skirt. We had to stop. I needed to put in my cap. He’d forgotten I wasn’t taking the pill any more.

I unbuttoned his shirt with trembling fingers; my heart was beating very fast, the thoughts coming faster. To an obstetrician like me, nine months meant heart formation, brain enlargement, facial elements coming together, the laying down of bones and fingernails. I smiled and reached up to him. He’d kept his own plans secret until tonight; that gave me the right to have a secret plan too, one that could trump his, if only I could think more clearly. I shouldn’t have drunk so much wine.

He pushed inside me and began to move. His mouth lowered to mine. It was becoming too late, I began to let go. Nothing would happen, it had taken months to conceive Alice and over a year for Zoë. I was older now, less fertile. Besides, I’d forgotten the cap several times before now and my period had always arrived exactly on time. In a few moments my body was moving with his and my last conscious thoughts dissolved.
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CHAPTER THREE

London, April 2013

‘Why do you have to drive so fast?’ In the rear-view mirror Alice’s black fringe, squashed flat by the beret, made her skin very pale. Her small face looked scared.

‘I have to get you to school, drop off Zoë, see Mrs Philips, do a ward round and start my operations …’ She didn’t need this litany but it had been in my head since five a.m. Zoë, tucked in beside her, was deeply asleep, her face pushed sideways by her sister’s elbow, a moustache of milk and crumbs around her mouth. A strand of blonde hair stuck to her lips.

I saw in the mirror that she wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. I’d forgotten. The cars were parked bumper to bumper both sides of the road. I’d have to stop in a driveway, more time lost.

‘It’s not allowed to drop me off so early.’

‘Of course it is, Ally.’

‘There’s nowhere for me to go.’

‘You can read in the classroom, talk to the others…’

I twisted round to smile at her and looked back at the road just in time to take in the red lights up ahead. I jammed on the brakes, skidding to a halt. A young woman with rain-flattened hair glared at me as she shepherded her bundled child over the road. Behind me, Zoë started to cry loudly. She had been jerked forward and was crumpled in the trough between the seats. Sweating with guilt, I got out of the car, and yanked the door open. She was tightly wedged, her face streaked with tears of shock. I pulled her out and stood her upright on the pavement. No damage. I gave her a short, hard hug and put her back into the seat, this time fastening her belt. Behind us a line of traffic was forming. There were angry faces and horns blaring. I got into the car again, trembling. I rarely made careless mistakes but this morning I’d been in a hurry and distracted by the day ahead, forgot to check if I’d fastened the seat-belt. Was I becoming the kind of mother who put her career before her children’s safety?

‘I feel sick.’ Alice’s voice was unsteady.

At school, she got out of the car and walked slowly across the empty playground without saying goodbye; she knew it was my fault. She disappeared down the steps leading to the cloakroom, her narrow back bent by the weight of the rucksack, shoulders hunched against the drizzle.

Despite what had happened, Zoë had fallen asleep again. I carried her to Reception, trying not to dislodge the thumb from her mouth. We were greeted by Susi, the teacher’s assistant, who smiled as she took her. Too late, I noticed Zoë’s hem was coming down, her cuff was stained with felt tip and she was wearing unmatched socks. Susi carried her carefully from the door. I imagined how gently she would lay her on the deep cushions in the rest room. I had seen them when I’d looked round the school before the children had started there; that detail had been decisive. Now I was worried: why had Alice’s teacher asked to see me?

Mrs Philips was waiting for me in the empty year-five classroom. She must have been cleaning the board – chalk dust hung in the air. She watched me, her head held sideways, a long orange earring touching her shoulder. Her fingers, tipped with matching orange, rested on a small picture of Alice that was fastened to a closely typed sheet; the nails were sharp and shining like the talons of a minor bird of prey.

‘I got your email,’ I began.

‘Thank you for coming in. I’ve sent Alice to breakfast with the boarders. I wanted to share my concerns in private, Mrs Jordan.’ Her voice was burdened with sincerity. She leant forward. ‘I think you should know that Alice has been taking things, small things.’ The earring swung and trembled.

I had a vision of a shining pile of mobiles, watches and coins. ‘What kind of small things?’

‘Pencils, rubbers, scrunchies, a pair of socks.’

‘Is that all?’ I wanted to laugh. ‘She was probably only borrowing this stuff temporarily and then forgot. At home we tend to share things, so –’

‘The items were found in her desk, in a little box, labelled with her name.’ She smiled gently.

‘Does she know you know?’

‘I removed them and told Alice I would have a discussion with you. No one else is aware of the situation.’

I glanced out of the window; I disliked this woman though I wasn’t sure why. Small knots of children of about Alice’s age were beginning to walk across the playground in twos and threes, holding hands, chatting. They looked happy, but perhaps they secretly minded about losing their pencils or scrunchies. They might be plotting revenge. I felt a pang of worry for Alice.

‘I’ll talk to her,’ I said. She usually told me about school, though not so much lately. I looked at my lap where my hands twisted together. Surgeon’s hands, like his, Dad had said. Clever hands that could dissect to the problem and cut it out. I ought to have known if Alice had a problem: it should have been something she’d confided to me in whispers at the end of the day when I tucked her in. But I often wasn’t there then. Adam was. Even if I asked her what was wrong, would she tell me? She might have decided on the evidence that I didn’t care.

‘I think Alice is self-validating,’ Mrs Philips was continuing. ‘Ten-year-old children who steal may be looking for ways to reward themselves. I wondered if she was getting sufficient positive feedback from … all her caregivers.’

I felt my face heat. The clock behind her head showed eight. I would be late if I stayed to argue. I stood to go. ‘She gets plenty of feedback at home. We praise her all the time. Perhaps you could make sure that happens at school, too, instead of accusing her of theft.’

She didn’t reply but I could feel her eyes watching me as I walked to the door. Iridescent lines danced at the corner of my vision: a migraine was approaching. I delved in my bag for paracetamol as I crossed the playground, fine rain driving against my hot cheeks. My heels tapped the tarmac, jarring my head with each step. Bloody woman. I shouldn’t have lost my temper but I was worried for Alice. As I swallowed the bitter tablets I wondered whether any of the sweet-faced children running past me in the opposite direction had retribution in mind.

The operating theatre was brightly lit, warm and calm. Classical music flowed from speakers in the ceiling. It was easy to empty my mind of everything except what I had to do. The patient lay in front of me, unconscious, intubated, eyes taped shut. Cancer had invaded the bladder from the uterus. The task distilled and became, simply, careful dissection and painstaking repair. The anaesthetist nodded. It was safe to begin. The theatre sister quietly handed me the knife and I started to cut. The music and murmurs of my team faded into the background as I worked, blinking away the sweat as it stung my eyes.

Two hours later the skin was neatly sutured, bladder function preserved.

Back in my room, I took more paracetamol, this time with a palmful of metallic tap water from the basin. I sat at my desk massaging my temples; on the screensaver in front of me Alice and Zoë were laughing on a sunny beach. Alice’s face in the mirror this morning had been bleak. Perhaps what Mrs Philips had implied was true: perhaps there wasn’t enough positive feedback at home – perhaps there wasn’t any. We didn’t praise her all the time; in spite of what I’d said, I couldn’t remember the last time we had. The opportunity never seemed to present itself, or maybe it was simply lack of time. It might be worse than that.

I got up from my desk and stared out of the window. In front of me was a panorama of north London: sky, houses, roads, the grassy slopes of Hampstead Heath. The hidden ponds behind the trees where the water was green and deep. Had I become like my father in some way that was hidden from me? Did she feel she had to win to make me happy?

If I worked through lunch I could finish my review paper on intrauterine growth retardation for the Journal of Reproductive Medicine. I’d get home earlier for once – I could catch Alice and we would talk.

In the early-afternoon gynaecology clinic I was called back to theatre to help with an obstructed labour. The monitor showed the baby’s heart rate was dipping between contractions. As I tugged on the McIndoe’s forceps, the small bloodstained face appeared at the bulging introitus, the tiny nose squashed flat. A deep episiotomy, one last tug and the delivery was done. The tiny boy went straight to the waiting paediatricians to be checked, then, wailing, was handed to the exhausted mother. The father bent over them, too overcome to speak. Nodding congratulations, I stripped off my gloves and left, leaving the placental delivery and vaginal stitching to my registrar. Suffused with anxiety about my own child, I had nothing to say to these parents – they wouldn’t thank me if I was honest, if I warned them that labour was trivial measured against the worries that lay ahead.

As I walked back to the clinic along the corridor, several colleagues hurried by, all of them intent on the next ward round or clinic. I felt in my white coat for my mobile: I wanted to talk to Adam. When we were first qualified and up all night with emergency admissions, we would meet in the hospital canteen at two a.m. As we leant wearily against each other, with our cups of watery hot chocolate on the Formica table in front of us; we would try to make sense of the demands and the suffering. We never talked about those things now. I was put through to Megan’s answering machine and cut the call without leaving a message.

The last two patients of the day had cancelled so I left early. Alice wouldn’t be back yet and I had time for a swim in the leisure centre. The poolside seats were full of parents at this time of day, chatting as their children changed after swimming lessons.

My father had been sitting three rows back at my school’s gala day, a Wednesday – I remember that. He never came to galas, he always worked Wednesday afternoons, but it was my tenth birthday and he’d swapped things around. His shoulders had been hunched, his mouth turned down. He looked unhappy; he’d looked unhappy for five years.

Can you die of a broken heart? My teacher says you can. My toes curl around the lip of the pool. My heart is banging so hard I can’t think.

The whistle goes into my spine, like hot electricity.

My legs are beating as I hit the water, my arms already slicing. At the first turn, I’m in third place. By the time I turn again I’m lying second. On the last length I don’t turn my head to breathe, not once. I draw level halfway down then pull ahead. Bursting for breath, I touch first.

The roar from my school echoes round the pool. I pull myself out and turn to check on Dad. He’s smiling. Really smiling. I haven’t seen him smile since Mum died.

Now I know exactly what to do.

In the evening, Alice didn’t want her supper. She was quieter than usual.

‘Is anything wrong, sweetheart?’

‘Not hungry.’ She shrugged, pushing mashed potato round the plate.

‘You know I saw your teacher today …’

Zoe looked up, interested.

Alice pushed her plate away. ‘I’ve had enough, thanks,’ she said. ‘I need to practise.’

I followed her upstairs but by the time I reached her room she had her violin in her hands. She looked up, her face a polite, questioning blank.

‘Ally, you probably want to know what Mrs Philips said …’

Her fingers tightened around the bow but she didn’t reply.

‘She told me you might have some things that belonged to the other girls. I knew if you’d taken them, there’d be a reason –’

‘They wanted me to look after their stuff.’ She pulled the bow over the strings, sounding a small discordant note. ‘I said I’d keep it safe for them.’

‘All the same –’

‘I gave it back today. They can look after their own things.’ She turned over a page of music, frowning. ‘I’ve got to practise, Mum, okay?’

I could come back when she’d finished. She might be ready to talk later but the violin scales went up and down for half an hour, then her Mozart piece started; it stumbled a little with a couple of long pauses. I waited until I was sure she had finished, but when I went up again the room was dark and she was already in bed. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was regular. I kissed her and she didn’t stir. Everything seemed normal: her shoes were neatly side by side, her clothes carefully folded, but the ceramic Russian dolls on the mantelpiece caught my eye. They were lying down for once, spaced out evenly in size order, though usually they were stacked one inside the other. I’d brought them back from Moscow years ago after an obstetrics congress. I picked one up. The china was sharp beneath my fingers – the doll was cracked. Checking each in turn, I saw they were all broken, the smallest in several pieces, its bright fragments scattered on the carpet. The curtains were moving in the breeze: the window had been left open. Perhaps the dolls had simply blown over. I slid the pane down quietly.

We would chat tomorrow on the way to school; she could tell me what had happened then. It was often the only time we were together with nothing else in the way. I closed the door and went downstairs. The morning’s migraine had started up again and was playing itself out in a drumroll of pain. I needed quiet and dark.

Sofia was washing up in the kitchen, ponytail swinging as she jigged from foot to foot in time to loud pop music. She was responsible for dusting the children’s rooms. I switched the radio off and she turned, her dark eyes round with surprise.

‘Sofia, do you know how Alice’s Russian dolls got broken?’

Her face reddened. There was a pause. She met my gaze for a second, then looked down, shaking her head.

The blush and her silence were telling: she must have broken them but wasn’t going to own up. The dolls were special to Alice – she used to play with them all the time, making little family groups, the larger dolls arranged in a ring around the smaller ones, with the baby in the middle.

‘Well, please take Zoë up to bed now. Perhaps you could mend them tomorrow.’ Despite her carelessness, I needed Sofia. ‘There’s ceramic glue in the right-hand cupboard in the utility room.’

She shrugged, pulling off rubber gloves, her face wiped of expression.

I bent to kiss Zoë. ‘Night, sweetheart. I’ll be up later.’

Zoë held up her stuffed dog for a kiss, then trailed after Sofia.

Adam was writing at the large desk in his study. His face looked empty. When I’d told him we wouldn’t be coming to Africa he’d been disbelieving, then angry. Now, three weeks on, it had finally sunk in.

‘How’s it all going?’ Laminated maps were stacked in tidy piles on the surface in front of him, and the invoices lay in ordered rows. My own desk was deep in layers of paper. He was annotating a list in neat red capitals: blood bottles, syringes and centrifuging kit, mosquito net, trekking boots.

‘Anything I can do?’ Close up, I could see the eczema flaring in a red line along his collar.

‘It’s coming together.’ Then he put his pen down and stared up at me. ‘Though I still wish you were all coming. Em, are you completely sure?’

‘We’ve been through this a hundred times. You know I can’t leave.’ I felt giddy and sat down quickly on the sofa, wishing I’d eaten lunch. ‘Let’s not tell the girls you’re going till nearer the time – Alice might worry. I saw her teacher this morning.’

I described the meeting with Mrs Philips. As Adam listened, his fingers were constantly moving, stacking papers edge to edge, and placing pens in parallel rows.

‘I don’t think she needs more discussion about stealing,’ he said, when he’d heard the story. ‘We ought to simply –’

‘Do nothing? Let things completely unravel? She’ll get isolated. Kids don’t like it if their stuff gets nicked, even if she has given it back.’ I glared at his hands arranging his phone and calculator side by side, like little black soldiers. ‘Can you stop fiddling? It drives me insane. We ought to simply what?’

‘Love her, I guess,’ he said. His fingernails raked under the edge of his cuffs. ‘Make home a safe place for her to be.’

‘For God’s sake, stop scratching.’ I felt winded with hurt. ‘How can you imply I don’t love her? She knows she’s my top priority –’

‘Which particular top priority, Em?’ Adam stood up, patting his pockets for an inhaler. ‘There are so many: operations, clinics, research …’

‘That’s a fucking hypocritical thing to say. It’s exactly the same for you. And now you’re completely preoccupied with this Botswana project.’ My cheeks were burning with fury. ‘When did you last really talk to Alice?’

‘This very evening. I went up when she was practising her violin.’ He inhaled a couple of puffs of Ventolin, then leant back against the desk, frowning. ‘I noticed all her Russian dolls were broken. She did it on purpose.’

‘She didn’t do it, Adam. Sofia did. It was an accident, I’m sure, but Sofia looked so guilty when I asked her, it must be her fault. Alice might be taking the blame to protect her.’

Adam looked doubtful. ‘My guess is that it’s less complicated. Alice is bidding for attention. Negative attention is better than none. Maybe she needs more of our time … Perhaps she doesn’t realize how much we love her.’ He paused, scratching his neck.

‘Of course she does.’

‘How?’ He sounded genuinely curious.

‘I tell her all the time.’ That wasn’t true, though. I never told her. I took it for granted she knew. ‘I show her as well.’

Did I? When? Amid the hurry to school in the morning so I could get to work on time, or in the evening’s rush to catch up with paperwork? She couldn’t read my mind. She might not realize she was loved. Adam could be right.

I turned my back on him and stared out at the streetlights. In the silence, the rain started again, hitting the study window like handfuls of tiny stones. Six thousand miles away the sun would be shining on an emerald landscape. It would be hot. Adam had emailed some pictures the other day, in an attempt to change my mind. One showed a large flat-topped tree by a lake. The water had been shimmering in the sun, and under the tree the grass had looked thick and soft. I closed my eyes and let myself imagine sitting in the shade with Alice. There would be the sharp scent of young grass and the peaceful calling of birds across the water. Alice would have bare feet. We both would. There wouldn’t be a briefcase in sight.

Adam came up beside me, staring at the drops sliding down the dark glass. ‘I booked Provence today. Same villa, same fortnight. You’re not getting out of that one.’

Sunshine and peace for two weeks. I took his hand and brought it to my mouth, turning it over to kiss his wrist. The rash felt hot and bumpy under my lips.
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CHAPTER FOUR

London, May 2013

I slid the cold probe over my pelvic skin while looking at the screen by my head. I was lying on the carpeted floor of my office, doors locked and blind pulled down; this was just a quick check. Missing periods happened with stress, with exhaustion, with not eating enough. I’d been so busy recently that any of these could apply.

At first I thought it was a mistake, that the dense curved shape in the uterus was a scrambled image of some kind. I ran the probe backwards and forwards, pressing deeper each time. It wasn’t a mistake. There was a tiny beating heart in the darkness, small blocks of vertebrae, the thick umbilical cord. No wonder I’d been emotional recently – even now, tears were sliding down my cheeks. This was a baby, ours. A few moments later concern cut into the unfolding sense of gladness. I had let this happen. Six weeks ago there had been a moment when I could have drawn back but I’d chosen not to. What would Adam say? I closed my eyes. He’d be pleased. Of course he would. He’d been desperate for another child. There would be a second of disbelief, he might struggle to take me seriously, but then his face would break into a smile. He’d remember this was exactly what he’d longed for.

A door closed softly. Sarah had arrived in the adjoining office. Muted steps sounded across the floor, followed by a brief clanging tune as she started the computer. The ridged carpet was uncomfortable now; I’d have to get up soon and carry on as if unchanged. But, then, I hadn’t changed. I still wanted everything; everything exactly as it was. Family, work, achievement. I wiped the tears away. I’d be going back to work once this baby was born; I couldn’t afford to be emotional, now or later.

‘Emmie?’

I stuff my jersey into my mouth but he hears anyway. He comes into my room.

‘Stop that now.’ He sits down on the bed. ‘She wouldn’t want you to cry.’

Mum wouldn’t mind: whenever I cry she holds me … held me.

‘The funeral’s in two hours. I need you to help me. Look at me when I’m talking.’

His face is puffy. His eyes are red and small. My chest hurt. So he’s been crying too.

‘Emotions pull you under. Be strong,’ he says, and wipes his scratchy thumb over my cheek. ‘The only thing that lasts is you. It’s called survival.’

A week later, he takes me to the quarry for the first time.

I had to hurry. I examined the measurements on the screen. Crown—rump length: 1.46cm. Heart rate: 164. Limb buds: present. On course at six weeks. I wiped the sticky trail of blue gel off my skin, got to my feet and printed off the scan, slipping it into my briefcase.

The room felt smaller than usual; stale, as if the cleaners hadn’t been in that week. I wanted to open the window but the heavy glass pane had no hinges. Light poured into the room but not air. If I wanted fresh air I had to go down in the lift, along corridors and make my way through the ambulances into the crowded car park and stand on the tarmac by the rubbish bins where the smokers gathered. Somewhere there was a huge sky, a sweep of sun-lit grass, flat-topped trees. Peace.

My mobile sounded. Adam. Six weeks ago, I’d let Fate decide, thinking if a pregnancy happened it might help in some way. I hadn’t worked out exactly how, which was unusual for me, but Adam’s plan had thrown me. I’d been tired, a little drunk. Now I had to focus. I put my phone down unanswered, and after a few seconds the ringing stopped. If I told him I was pregnant he’d leave for Africa sooner than planned to be back in time for the birth. My fingers drummed on the sill. He mustn’t leave at all. Alice needed him. I needed him. Already I was more tired than usual. In fourteen weeks, the pregnancy would be five months along. I’d tell him then; leaving at that point wouldn’t be worth his while. Africa would be cancelled. Life would continue as normal. He’d be delighted about the baby so he’d forgive me. He’d have two weeks off at the birth as he’d done with the girls; I’d go back after six. Now, as well as after the baby was born, we’d continue as normal, together.

All morning I carried the secret as tightly and silently as I was carrying the tiny nub of life inside me. It was my half-day but I decided to stay on to start collecting the research papers for an umbilical-cord clamping project that interested me.

My secretary had to knock twice. ‘Your husband’s on the phone.’

‘Darling?’

His hesitant, about-to-ask-a-favour voice: he knew it was my afternoon off. As I waited, I wanted to blurt out the news but I couldn’t. My skin tingled with guilt.

‘I’ve left some scans I need at home. I’m in a meeting I can’t get out of, and then it’s the neuro-oncology clinic when I need them for the first patient.’ I heard him turn away from the phone and sneeze. Asthma again. Stress.

‘And?’

‘They’re on the table in the dining room, or maybe the floor by my desk in the study. Megan said she’d go over now if someone could let her in, but it’s Sofia’s day off.’

‘Can’t you give her a key?’

‘I almost did, but then I thought if you were around to offer her a cup of coffee, it would make it seem less of a favour. Have
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