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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I was in my twenties before I realised something my character Kate discovers in the book – that you can’t really talk about disability as a standard experience. It’s such a broad term, meaning so many things to different people, that it’s hard sometimes to find anyone whose viewpoint matches your own. In this book, Kate’s daughter Kirsty is born with a genetic condition so rare it doesn’t have a name. This was the truth for my family, when my brother was born in the early eighties with a chromosomal disorder that still hasn’t been named. We don’t even know if anyone else in the world has the same condition, and it makes it that much harder to find a community, or explain to people how profound his disabilities are, how he still needs round-theclock care at almost forty and that, no, it’s nothing like Down syndrome, although that involves a whole extra chromosome and my brother only has a section of one inverted. He will never walk, or talk, or feed himself, and we aren’t sure if he knows who we are or not. Guilt, pain, secrecy, loss – all of those I have experienced. It’s also true that people within a family can feel very differently about the same experience. And that if you try to articulate a negative emotion about it, especially in the Catholic environment where I grew up, you can encounter judgement, censure, and isolation.

My family’s experience has been a harsh one – years of caring for someone with multiple and complex needs, without being sure if they can recognise you and not able to help them when they’re suffering pain they can’t tell you about. Once I left home in Ireland, I understood that not everyone experiences it this way, and that even people with serious challenges can live full and happy lives and bring great joy to their families. It was a surprise to me, to learn this, and it compounded my own feelings of guilt and injustice, to know that even in this niche world there are layers of difficulty. I’ve tried to reflect here something of what it’s like when joy is in short supply, but also to give a more nuanced and hopeful portrayal than the one I’ve lived as a sibling. This story is only meant to show one particular situation with disability. It may not match yours. My intention is to shine a light on families like mine, and like the one in the book, who often struggle on for years with so little support, broken by love and by pain. I hope that for some people it may highlight an experience that resonates.




Kate, present day

To begin the story near the end, a woman was driving. Like everyone in this city, she wore jeans, Converse, sunglasses, a black jumper (sweater, as she still hadn’t learned to call it), although the day was hot. It was always hot there. Her hair was blonde but it used to be something else. She was driving on a Los Angeles freeway, dodging between lanes of traffic as if she hardly saw the other cars, the blare of horns and near-miss of fenders an everyday occurrence. She took an off-ramp, swerving over two lanes to get there, then drove up a twisting road, the city spread out below her in a sizzling haze, although she didn’t notice. Here and there, hillsides lay scorched from the previous years of wildfires, and on any other day she couldn’t see them without that dip in her stomach, the fear that destruction was almost at your door and still kept coming. The houses on either side of the road were large and architectural, built into the hillside, which was half in shadow, half in knife-edge sunshine. Here and there the kingfisher flash of a swimming pool, but she didn’t see this either, she was too angry. Down the winding canyon road she lived on, buzzer at the ready for the gates – no need to get out of the car in this city. They opened with a click and she drove up to a low-slung white house, surrounded by fragrant pink flowers. Home.

Inside, her feet clattered on the cold tiles, a chill wind of air conditioning blowing her expensive hair. ‘Conor. Conor!’

A man appeared at the top of the stairs, annoyed at the interruption. He was tall and flat-stomached for his age, which like hers was fifty. He had sandy red hair that had faded from a more youthful ginger. ‘What are you doing home?’

‘I need to talk to you.’ She took her phone from her bag, and wished she had something to throw at his feet that was less breakable. Stupid paperless world. ‘I saw something. In the daily email, you know, the Variety one. You optioned a book? You want to make a film of it?’ Even as she said it, she wondered if it was a mistake. Because wouldn’t he have told her, if this was really happening? ‘Is it – it’s not what it sounds like?’ She had barely taken it in. ‘It’s not about – what I think?’

He began to come down, one step at a time, deliberately slow. ‘Your daughter.’ The word itself was a shock in Conor’s mouth – concepts of family, belonging, ownership, none of them seemed to fit with this Teflon man.

‘What about her?’

‘Did you know your husband wrote a book about her?’

There he went again, with these words, implying relationships between people where they no longer existed. She hadn’t seen Andrew in fifteen years; to refer to him like this felt like a slap. ‘You’re my husband.’

‘You know what I mean, don’t be obtuse.’ He raised his eyebrows at her, and she recognised the look, the one that meant he was waiting for her to calm down and be rational.

‘Of course I didn’t know he wrote a book. He was always trying to, but I didn’t think he’d ever finish anything.’ Even now, having seen it with her own eyes, she didn’t really believe it.

‘Well, he did. A memoir about her.’

It was like a dream, where people who have no business knowing each other casually walk through the same rooms in your head. ‘Why? And you optioned it?’

He shrugged. ‘You saw the announcement.’

But she still didn’t get it – even without the connection to her, so red-raw it was embarrassing, what about this story could possibly be appealing to him? ‘Who’d want to see it – a film about that?’

‘Well, that’s just it – you see, she’s learned to speak. It’s actually a great story.’ He was already writing the pitch in his head, she could see – heart-warming drama, hope wrung from despair, overcoming the odds . . .

Kate was so angry, hot spurts of it leaping from under the protective crusts she’d applied years back, in order to stay sane and living. The ground was moving under her feet, although not literally, as was often the case in LA. This felt worse. ‘She can’t speak. You must have the wrong people. For God’s sake.’

‘Read it yourself if you don’t believe me.’ Conor’s attitude was baffling – he seemed irritated with her, as if he hadn’t just done something that disturbed the entire foundation of their lives together.

‘You really want to make it,’ she said faintly. A film about her. Her family. What she’d done.

Conor made an odd gesture. ‘I’m flying to London tomorrow to sign it off.’

Later, Kate lay on her bed, the white duvet (comforter) stretched taut and perfect beneath her. The ceiling fan revolved over her head, even though they had air conditioning; it was just a design feature. She tried to process what had just happened, as her therapist in the expensive house in Santa Monica, paid for by the misery of shiny Hollywood people, had taught her. As she lay there in her movie-star room, where Conor did not visit, she felt the tectonic plates in her, grinding and shifting. It had always seemed cruel to her that you couldn’t shed your memories in the way you shed skin cells, so the body that lived through things was not the same one you were in now, and yet you were stuck with remembering everything that had happened to you. It was still there inside her – Andrew, Kirsty, the painful soup of emotions those names swirled up. Olivia, Aimee. David. And Adam. He’d be twenty-two now. A man. It was Adam she was most fearful about as she lay in bed, the sunlight fading into an LA night howling like coyotes, shaking with the realisation that time had finally caught up with her.

Kate, 2002

Kate woke early on what would turn out to be the last day. She had set her alarm to make sure she’d have several hours on her own to get the house perfect. Andrew was sleeping in the middle of the bed, his mouth slightly open, his breath wheezy from hay fever. She wouldn’t be annoyed with him today, she had decided, and to confirm that promise to herself, she dropped a kiss onto his clammy brow, reflecting that it was sometimes easier to love people when they were asleep, vulnerable and still. He didn’t stir. She wrapped her silk dressing gown around the bulk of her stomach, feeling it settle in cool folds about her. It was going to be a lovely day, the sun already straining gold through the curtains. May in England was untrustworthy, but it was always nice for Kate’s birthday, and this was her thirtieth. She’d made it to the finish line of her uncertain twenties; she had everything she’d wanted. Andrew, who was at least a kind man, a loving man, with a good job. A tasteful, welcoming house, ready to be showcased today, her two-year-old and the second baby due in a month.

At work, she had broken into being on screen, just about, covering a few local news items while Chiara, the main reporter, was on maternity leave (how ironic that a woman being forced aside by pregnancy so often allowed another in, and now it was her turn to reluctantly cede her place and go). But she’d be back in six months to pick it up again, until she took over as studio anchor in another year or so, when Mary-Ann finally retired. What else was there? Maybe she’d get really into hobbies, make her own candles, learn sugarcraft, arrange flowers. Tidy the garden. She’d have time for that now the main things were sorted. To develop the edges of herself, fill in the details. Standing in her quiet bedroom, looking at her outline in the mirrored wardrobe doors, Kate allowed herself a surge of joy under her ribs, where the baby lay, and was answered by a small kick that made her gasp. It was a miracle, it really was, even with heartburn and swollen ankles and back pain. She forced herself to appreciate it all.

She decided to shower later, so she’d be as fresh as possible for her guests, so she went noiselessly onto the landing and pushed open the door to Adam’s room, hoping he’d still be asleep like his father. He was standing up, totally silent, clutching the bars of the cot. ‘Hello,’ said Kate, taken aback. ‘Are you waking up by yourself now?’ He was such a good-looking child, with his bright blue eyes and shiny black hair, the bloom on his cheeks that she loved to stroke. She was proud of him, of course she was. She just hoped he’d behave himself today and not throw one of the tantrums that so embarrassed her.

Adam didn’t say anything. He didn’t talk much yet, something Kate resolutely declared did not worry her, though it did. There was no nappy smell, and he wasn’t crying – would it be wrong to leave him there for a little while, just to enjoy the silence, the clean house? ‘Mummy will be back,’ she said, slipping out again. Adam didn’t make a sound. Perhaps he was finally becoming less clingy.

In the kitchen, she stooped to pick up a few stray toys, tutting as she spied the dirty mug and plate Andrew had left on the coffee table overnight. Would it kill him to take them to the sink, seeing as he actually passed through the kitchen to get to bed? But no, she wouldn’t have words with him. Not today. He’d been working so hard, commuting up to London every day on those crammed trains, never getting a seat. She wouldn’t shout at him about a cup left out; she would be Nice Kate, Loving Wife, Kind Mummy. A pleasing sense of her own nobility buoyed her to her tasks.

The house was clean with bleach and polish – she’d corralled Adam into his cot and set about scrubbing furiously at 7pm the night before, Andrew urging her to sit down and ‘take it easy’. Only one of them could afford to take it easy, she had wanted to say, and clearly it was going to be him. But now it was worth it, to rise and see the place shining, a smell of beeswax and the lilies just unfurling in the fat glass vase, which Andrew would say set off his allergies. She opened the fridge, looking at the cling-film-wrapped bowls and plates of food she’d prepared yesterday. No breakfast, she decided – she couldn’t bear to dirty up the kitchen in its sterile perfection. Her mind was playing out uplifting scenarios of how people would arrive, and they would say oh Kate the place looks great, oh Kate you’re blooming. The food’s delicious. What a great party. She looked around her home, the clean hardwood floors, the shampooed carpets and sofa, the dust-free furniture, the pictures she’d hung herself when she got tired of waiting for Andrew to pick up a hammer, and she thought: I’ve done it. This is it. I won.

Andrew woke up, groaning, at nine thirty. ‘I think I’ve got a cold coming. I don’t feel so good.’ Andrew and his colds. An Ebola patient could not suffer more. But his job was taking a lot out of him, she had to be understanding. Or so she told herself several times a day.

Kate was standing at the sink washing the dishes from the cream she’d just whipped. Jellies were setting, salads chilling. She wanted everything to look perfect when people were ushered in the door, but here he was rummaging in drawers, fiddling with Lemsip and spilling the sweet gritty powder on the worktops.

‘Could you put the packet back, do you think?’ She wiped up the powder and wrung her cloth out clean. Andrew leaned against the counter to take his medicine, grimacing. ‘Did you get the trampoline down from the attic yet?’ She knew he hadn’t.

‘Oh. I will.’ He was back at his Blackberry, a sort of fancy pager, and the most infernal device ever invented. When it was in his hand, she and the child and the house might as well not exist. Sometimes she thought she’d invent a function that could flash her words up on the screen. Put fucking trampoline up, thx bye.

She forced a smile. ‘Thanks. Just . . . before the party starts would be great.’ She was Good Kate, a supportive wife, a loving mother, a successful reporter. She had it all. No need to get annoyed by trivialities.

From the next room there was the sound of something ripping, and an ominous silence from Adam, who she’d left in front of the TV. Again, she waited, eight months pregnant, to see if her husband would notice. No.

‘Could you get him, please? Sweetheart?’ Andrew dragged his gaze vaguely from the screen, but it was caught again just as fast, like a fish on a hook. His work was so busy, she could almost see the tightness settle in his chest as he scrolled through the messages they’d expect him to answer even on a Saturday. Kate wasn’t going to fight today. It was her birthday. She was as far as she could get in pregnancy before she’d be incapacitated, and if he wouldn’t help her, she would put together a party for thirty adults and children all by herself. She could do it, of course. It was just that she didn’t see why she should.

Olivia was the first to arrive. She’d offered to come early and ‘lend a hand’, but Kate suspected her co-worker was in fact often lonely. She knew Olivia had moved to Bishopsdean from London when she took up her researcher post at Look South, and it wasn’t the best place for a young single woman, the nappy belt, with the double-sided buggy jams in the aisles of the town’s shops.

She opened the door and leaned over her bump to kiss the air near Olivia’s cheek. ‘Lovely to see you!’ It was already setting in, the paradoxical feeling she got whenever she’d spent hours arranging a party. She’d stand, looking round at the row of wine bottles, the food arranged on pretty plates, the balloons and flowers, and she’d think – why are they coming? Why do I have to entertain these people? It was all she could do not to retreat upstairs with a whole trifle under her arm. But Olivia was here and so the party smile had to go on.

‘Gosh, the place looks wonderful. I don’t know how you do it.’ Olivia unrolled a long cardigan from her thin white shoulders. She was so tiny and Kate so huge. But it was alright. Once the baby came, she’d go to the gym, bounce back, as they said in the magazines.

‘No trouble,’ Kate lied. ‘Oh, you shouldn’t have.’

Olivia was unloading gifts from her raffia shopping bag – a pink orchid, a cold-beaded bottle of Prosecco, and white roses wrapped in purple paper. Too much. Annoying. ‘This is for you’ – the flowers – ‘and a little something for Adam in case he feels left out, with the baby and all.’ That was a small tissue-wrapped parcel.

‘So kind of you.’ Was that a dig, that Kate should have bought something herself for her first-born? She hated the idea she was doing it wrong, failing in any way. She felt the same unsettling under her feet that she always did with Olivia. The woman had no child living with her, but all the same she was a mother. Kate wondered sometimes if that was why, despite her cakes and hand-made cards, Olivia was not well-liked at the TV studio. No one knew quite where to place her. Then, of course, there were the rumours, about why the little girl – well, she was just a baby – didn’t live with Olivia. But Kate had to be nice. It couldn’t be easy, not having your child around, even if Kate did sometimes fantasise about booking herself on a long spa break, all by herself. ‘Maybe you’d like to give it to Ad? He’s in his cot still and I can’t really lift him.’

‘Of course.’ Attentive as always, Olivia flew to the task and, alone again for a brief moment, Kate passed a hand over the lilies, the wrapped platter of charcuterie. Her party anxiety was in full force now – what if no one else came, what if they did come and didn’t get along, what if people had a horrible time and blamed her?

The doorbell rang and her heart surged.

‘Liv? Could you grab that?’ No answer, silence from upstairs. Irked, Kate dragged herself the ten steps to the front door. The bell rang again, she stretched out her smile. Outside were Chris and Kelly, whose two-year-old Jordan went to nursery with Adam. ‘Hiya!’ Kelly looked anxious in a too-small maxi-dress that revealed the tattoo on her shoulder. ‘We brought, eh – Chris?’

‘Oh!’ Chris, in a Burton polo shirt and cropped khakis, fumbled over a bottle of supermarket white.

‘How lovely! Hello Jordan!’ She thought about kissing the little boy, but he had a scaly rash on his pinched face. The parents had seen fit to pierce his ear and dress him in a mini England football kit – the bloody World Cup, and polyester on such a hot day. ‘In you come then.’ She’d been worried about inviting nursery people – what had started as a lovely community plan seemed, as she lay awake at night, a folly of social mixing. For a moment she hovered with Chris and Kelly (why are you here?), cursing Olivia and Andrew for not being around to help. Then the bell rang again and it was Zoe from work, then the older couple from next door, and the party had taken hold and sustained itself and it was all going to be OK.

‘Alright for Pimm’s? Food?’ Kate floated between groups, balloon-like. One of the neighbours had taken over from Andrew’s attempts at barbecuing and was serving up a stream of charred burgers and sausages. As it was Kate’s barbecue, there were also vegetable skewers, prawns, bowls of couscous. Not like her parents’ idea of one – a bottle of Heinz and a ripped-open pack of sub rolls on a folding table. Adam had thrown a small tantrum because he didn’t want his salad, so she’d shut him in the living room for a time-out. His wan face looked out at her through the glass, but she was determined to leave him there for five minutes, as the parenting books advised.

In years to come, when she recognised this party as the last day of her old life, Kate would play a game with herself, trying to count the people who’d been there. She always did this anyway, and if it passed a certain number she could relax, saying later, there were about thirty people, that was a good turnout, wasn’t it?

But the truth was she could never remember exactly who had come. She spoke no more than a sentence to each person, a stately procession all in herself, ensuring drinks, chat, food for all. There’d been a few shaky moments – when the chunky eight-year-old of a nursery family slapped the young son of one of her colleagues, and when she heard someone ask Olivia, who’d spent hours crawling in and out of the Wendy house, which child was hers.

But Olivia just said, ‘Oh, none of these, actually.’ She didn’t give the response everyone at the TV station had already heard, neatly packaged – I have a daughter, but she lives with my parents. Despite probing, no one at the station knew why. When Kate started at Look South a year ago, Olivia had already been on maternity leave, then simply returned with no word of where the child was. People speculated about it, in the kitchen and at work drinks, but Kate was no nearer to knowing.

Otherwise, people were mingling, smiling, laughing. The party was a success, and Kate was relaxed, and even took a few sips of Prosecco, telling herself it couldn’t hurt this late on. She was a good hostess! People liked her. She even leaned into Andrew’s arms, letting him hold her up. A few feet away, Adam was playing with Jordan, kicking a little ball around. See, he was happy, he was fine. Everything was fine. ‘It’s a good party, isn’t it?’ she asked Andrew, who by now knew the correct responses.

‘Of course. You’ve done an amazing job.’

So the party meandered on, candles lit inside stylish hurricane lamps, the garden lights she’d nagged Andrew into hanging glowing beautifully, jugs of Pimm’s collecting sodden fruit in the bottom. It was all going fine until Kate took a step, and fell down.

‘Oh!’ Suddenly she was looking up at the garden from where she sat heavily on the patio. She could feel its cold stone through her dress, and a babble of voices and heads surrounded her. ‘Andrew?’ Where was the man? She didn’t even realise it hurt for a moment. It was more like trying to keep your footing as an immense swell picked you up and carried you. Then pain smacked her like a wall. An awful noise was coming from deep in the layers of her own body, and, as if from miles off, she heard Adam crying. Someone should take him away, he shouldn’t see her like this. She tried to speak. ‘Araga. A-grew.’

In the blur of noise and pain, something cut through – Olivia’s hand in hers, cold as icy water. Olivia’s voice, high and clear. ‘Kate, I think the baby’s coming.’

That was impossible, it wasn’t due for over a month. She clung to her friend’s hand, trying to say with the press of her fingers what her tongue could not frame. ‘Ar – agrew?’ Why didn’t he come to help her, when she needed him most?

‘It’s OK.’ Olivia’s face a pale oval. ‘It’s all going to be fine. I promise.’

Afterwards, Kate would wonder if what happened could somehow have been Olivia’s fault. As if her promise, so entirely misguided, there and then took on the poisonous cruelty of a curse.

After, it was just fragments. The pain was too much to keep it all in.

There was the grain of the car seats, a check of grey and blue. There was one of Adam’s toys under the seat in front, shiny red plastic, yellow wheels. She could see it because she was sprawling over. She was vomiting into her hands, ropy and slimy. Andrew was in the front trying to drive. ‘Oh God. Oh God, I don’t know what to do. Hang on, please, we’re almost there!’ She was thinking Adam. Where was Adam? Who had him? Olivia surely – she would take care of him. It wasn’t like this when he came, the gentle onset of labour allowing plenty of time to get to hospital and settle in with a book, wait grumpily for the ordeal ahead. What was happening now? Why did it hurt so much?

*

Later.

Gentle hands were touching her. It made her want to cry. An anaesthetist in green scrubs, kind eyes. When she winced as he pierced her hand he said, ‘I’m sorry to cause you pain, Kate.’

Kate, Kate. They were all saying her name, but she couldn’t answer. The voices at her head. Breech. VP. Brain cert. Incomprehensible. They moved her body like meat. There were bells going off. She sank back, important, carried like a priestess to the grave.

Later still.

There was Andrew sobbing outside the door, and she was afraid for him, for her, for both of them, under all the pain and screaming. She was also irritated, around the edges. What did he have to cry about? Then she lost all feeling below the waist. Gone. Then it was night somehow, and she was alone, the harsh lights burning like spent candles. No one was coming. She clenched her fists. Below the waist was a river of red pain. Her nose itched and she focused on that because it meant she was alive. No one was coming. She had no strength to shout, so she was dying. She wished she could pray. But for what? Adam, Andrew – she couldn’t grasp onto their faces. Her home. Her furniture, the lamps casting pools of light. It wasn’t fair she would never see it again. Then more voices over her, lights dripping and dimming, the killing relief of being wheeled along. The waffle blanket made her think of her own baby crib, or was it her sister’s, Elizabeth’s? Someone else was in charge now, and she could surrender her body. I give up, she tried to say. Andrew was somewhere behind, flapping anxiously, half into a blue gown. She felt some terrible fear, as she had in the car – he could not protect her. Some part of her that had trusted him, been soft towards him, hardened and calcified. She knew now she could not rely on him, not really.

A face swam into view below four lights, blurring dark in the middle like the sun. ‘Hello, Kate.’ A surgeon. God-like. ‘The baby’s in a bit of distress, so we’re going to do an emergency Caesarean. When you wake up it will all be over.’

Over. She held onto the word like a raft. She didn’t care how. As long as this could be over.

So much later, or earlier, she had no idea.

Andrew was sitting in the chair by her bed. His head was bent over his steepled hands. He wasn’t asleep. She was floating. Her body had gone and she was very happy about that. Her hand throbbed, and looking down, she saw a tube had been put in the vein. A tug on her arm suggested a drip too. So this was how Gulliver felt, tied down.

Her throat cracked and she looked at the jug of hospital water with longing, until the clacks of her gummy mouth made Andrew start. ‘You’re awake?’ He tried to follow her eyes. ‘I’m not sure you’re allowed . . . Well . . . ’

He looked about for a glass, then finding one, held it for her, spilling water on the bedclothes. He had to hold her chin because she couldn’t lift her body at all. The water choked her, she gulped it so fast. Andrew dabbed her face.

Dimly, she remembered. The baby. There should have been a baby. Andrew pushed back his hair so she could see how his hairline had receded in the years since she’d known him, and the smears on his glasses, his tired eyes. ‘They’re coming to talk to us. They wouldn’t tell me anything.’

‘Where—’

‘I didn’t see. They sent me out.’ He looked at the floor. ‘Kate – I don’t know if . . . ’

The door swung open with a rubbery belch and in came a stocky white-coated man. Salty hair, rings on fingers.

‘Mr and Mrs Waters,’ he said, flipping the chart. It was still strange to Kate to be called this – she used her own name for work, and on most of her documents. Behind him hovered two younger doctors, a girl with a chapped nose and red ponytail, the boy gulping a large Adam’s apple. She wondered how her Adam was. Who had him. Olivia, she remembered. Olivia would not leave him, and this gave her the same overwhelming relief she’d felt being wheeled into surgery. Someone else was in charge, could be relied on. The doctor – Dr Cameron Fraser, his badge declared – gave a small sigh. He rested his burly hands on the edge of the bed. ‘I’m sorry to tell you I have some bad news.’

‘No, no, no,’ Kate was saying, though she couldn’t speak. Don’t tell me, don’t make it real.

‘You may notice I have some students with me today. I can ask them to leave if you wish, though it’s important to their learning experience.’

Andrew was looking unsure. ‘I suppose if . . . ’

‘NO.’ Kate found her voice, lodged somewhere in her chest. For God’s sake. Couldn’t he see this was not a moment they’d want an audience for?

Dr Cameron Fraser sighed and dismissed his minions with a rattle of his Rolex. ‘Mr and Mrs Waters. Can you tell me, is there any family history of genetic disease, disability, that kind of thing?’

Andrew looked blank. ‘I don’t think . . . ’

‘A history of stillbirth, or infant death?’ They were both staring at him. He coughed. ‘Well, no matter. We’ll aim to get to the bottom of this, though we can’t always, in these cases.’

What cases? Say something! Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Andrew’s pale clammy face. Say something! ‘But, ah, Doctor . . . ’ She could see he didn’t want to speak the words, make them true. ‘The baby – she’s alright?’ She. It was a girl, then. They’d said they didn’t want to know, although Kate secretly had, so she could plan, paint the nursery, imagine the rest of her life. Why would you not want to know exactly what was coming? She had hoped for a girl. One of each, her family complete, everything done and ticked off. So why did she feel such terrible growing dread, hijacking her mind and shutting off all rational thought?

Dr Fraser snapped the chart shut. ‘It depends on your definition. She’s breathing fine, and healthy enough in her way – but. Well. I’m afraid you need to prepare yourselves for the fact your daughter isn’t quite what you will have expected.’

Adam, present day

Long ago, when he first left home and began to endure weekly phone calls with his father, Adam had started counting the pauses in the conversation. This one was going on a long time. Four seconds, five. Six. ‘So what?’ he said finally, snapping. ‘What’s the big deal?’ So his mother had got in touch. She wasn’t dead, it made sense she’d come back sometime.

‘So what—? It’s her, Ads. After all these years. She sent me an email. It was there when I woke up. She’s in America.’

Adam shrugged, which his father wouldn’t be able to see down the phone. Downstairs in the kitchen of the house share, he could hear Barry arguing with Ilona over the butter. It wasn’t me left those crumbs, you must have used it, even if you say you’re vegan. Tedious. ‘I knew she was in America.’

‘How?’

‘There’s this thing called the internet, Dad. You never looked her up, in all this time?’

‘Well – no.’ He didn’t want to know, that meant. Easier to pretend Adam never had a mother, or that she’d walked out the door when he was seven then vaporised. ‘You haven’t . . . talked to her?’ said his father, with great trepidation.

Jesus Christ. ‘Of course not. So why’s she messaging now?’

‘It’s the book. She says we need to talk.’

Adam gritted his teeth. It was a source of some annoyance that his father, as effective as a chocolate condom, had not only finally written a book but got it published, for a lot of money, a bidding war even. Meanwhile Adam couldn’t get his band signed. ‘What about the book?’

‘There’s a film producer who wants to make it – in Los Angeles. Of course, most of these things don’t go anywhere, but all the same, it’s nice . . . ’

He cut in. ‘What’s it to do with her, Dad?’

‘Well that’s just it. It seems she’s married to this producer. Your mother. She’s his wife.’

‘What? You didn’t know before you signed the contract?’

‘Well, no. I looked him up online of course. But it didn’t . . . well, I didn’t know.’

A few seconds of pause from Adam now, his world shifting, all the anger threatening to break through, just a tinge of it enough to scorch his insides. ‘I still don’t see the problem.’

‘We might have to see her, Adam. He’s coming over to meet me – I assume she’ll come with him. She wants to talk about it.’

Adam hung up. Just ended the call, no goodbye, no explanation, and it gave him some satisfaction to think about his father staring at the phone, wondering if it had cut out. Then the familiar wave of guilt – why did he take things out on the parent who’d actually stayed? Adam lay back on his unmade bed and thought about what his mother would see, coming into his life after fifteen years. A son of twenty-two, living in a house share with three other people, two of them members of his barely-breaking-even band. The shower sprouting new species of mould, not enough towels to go around, an endless parade of girls tiptoeing down the dirty hallway and out into the dawn. Living off his dad, who he couldn’t stand but also loved in a sad way.

He didn’t like to sit with such thoughts, so he got up, flipping himself restlessly off the bed. He’d go out. Not hang about in the kitchen buttering toast with Barry and listening to his hilarious bantz about the difference between competing brands of non-dairy spread. Outside the sky was a pale white, dreary and featureless, litter blown into their neglected front garden. Nothing like LA, where his mother had been all these years (and who pronounced the whole name of the city like his father just had, Los Angeles?). Married to a film producer. She must be rich. Glamorous. Adam bashed his head just once against the condensation-thick glass of his window, the slight pain distracting him from thoughts of her – the day she left, everything that happened after – and went downstairs, throwing his phone into the pocket of his hoody, slipping in his wallet. His hand hovered over the sprawl of masks on the hall table, but no one was bothering now, not really. Not even him, despite what he’d lost from it, despite what he knew. He thundered past the kitchen before Barry could say a word, his mouth formed in an ‘o’ around his toast. Out into the day which wasn’t cold or warm. As he pounded along the dirty pavement, all he was thinking about was Delia. How she would react. What this would mean for her. For them.

Kate, 2003

Kate felt almost drunk on the joy of being out alone. How she’d taken this for granted, once. Just to be a woman in a café, on her own. Again it started, the film always running in her head these days, as if she were watching herself on a screen. The woman has put on two stone. She has only been able to zip up her knee boots halfway. Her hair is going dark at the roots, and new lines of pain have been sculpted into her face.

But at least she was out, and it was quiet, thank God, there was no one to wipe or nurse or soothe, just for an hour, and it was good, in that moment, to be able to lift her coffee and taste the foam, without Adam whining and pulling on her arm, or having one and a half ears cocked for Kirsty’s choking cry. It was hard to get much done when your child might be dying at any given moment, and the sheer effort of keeping her alive was wearing Kate down like an old watch. She thought she’d done OK with Adam – he had tantrums, yes, and hadn’t learned to speak that early, but her figure had bounced back, as if human flesh was a squash ball, and she’d ignored his crying like you were supposed to until he eventually stopped. But this time. This time had broken her.

She half-closed her eyes and let the café wash over her, the clatter of cups and hiss of steam. The place was full of young people, lounging low in their chairs with little white headphones in their ears. Didn’t she used to be young too? She was only thirty-one. She adjusted her leggings and sweatshirt. A Bishopsdean mum, that’s what she looked like. One step away from a Range Rover.

Life felt hard at the moment. Andrew came in every night from the train, flopping on the sofa, expecting dinner and sympathy, all because he got to leave the stink of crap each day and go to a place where people didn’t bite you and if they wanted something wouldn’t just lie on the floor and shriek, or deposit pale yellow poo on the sleeve of your cardigan. Be nice, Kate. It was harder and harder to summon up Good Kate these days. Yes, it was bad for him, commuting and working long hours for a horrible boss and rushing home to help with baths and bed, but surely it was worse for her, stuck at home all day. Andrew’s way of handling their new life was to carry on as normal. In those terrible days after the birth, he’d kept things going. Washed her hair for her when she couldn’t move. Pulled together terrible meals, too salty or burned. Invited round friends and family, when Kate didn’t want to see anyone, didn’t want anyone to see them. Andrew had refused to break. They had a baby, didn’t they? They had to feed her and clothe her and love her all the same, he had to go on earning, Adam had to be kept alive too. She didn’t understand that way of thinking – an outrage had happened to them, and there must be something they could do to protest it, surely? But there wasn’t.

Kate swallowed the sweet coffee, more foam than anything else. There had been so many options on the menu. What was a latte – wasn’t that just Italian for milk? She was ashamed not to know. A girl had approached the till. She wore her jeans low, almost like seventies flares, and as she leaned over the counter to pay Kate could see her pants ride up above them. The entire gusset was visible. Kate thought of her own underwear, high and stretchy, running from her mid-thighs to her still-misshapen navel. She hadn’t looked at herself naked for over a year, and when she had a shower, she rubbed soap over deep red ridges in her flesh. It was a whole new world of underwear. Before – even after Adam – there’d been lace, satin, balcony, French. Words like that. Now it was beige and elastic and nursing and cup shields. She seemed to be wearing someone else’s body as a suit. Even her hair had changed, gone wispy and thin. There was no money or time now for hairdressers, since she’d not been able to go back to work. She had to walk past her old salon on the high street with her head down, wheeling the buggy as fast as she could, Adam clinging onto the back.

The girl at the counter turned, as if feeling Kate’s eyes on her. Her hair fell in blonde waves, the way Kate’s had once done, and the shiny mock-football top she wore was strained tight over full breasts. Kate flinched her eyes away. She decided she’d had enough time out of the house. As much as she sometimes felt the walls were closing in on her, it was even harder to be out there among people, in her new suit-body, scrapes of dried vomit on her jumper.

A light rain had started as she left the café, fumbling her money and the small talk of the waitress clearing the table. She’d forgotten how to speak adult. She pulled up the collar of her old rain jacket as she walked home. Without realising it her pace had slowed to a crawl. She had to get back. Andrew had been alone with them long enough, and there was no one else to ask. They’d already been through all the registered child-minders in Bishopsdean, and not a few of the unregistered. There was a social worker assigned to their case, a nervy woman called Amaryllis with a permanent cold, but so far her main contribution had been to explain they could apply for free nappies.

The door to the house was the same as when they’d bought it – smart royal-blue paint, the number 24 securely screwed in. It was just everything behind the door that had changed. Kate stood on her doorstep, hands in the pockets of the old coat, shivering in the unseasonable drizzle. She had to will herself to put her key in, and at once it hit her – the wailing in such harmony that for a moment it was almost beautiful. Her hand convulsed on the doorknob, but she made herself shut the door behind her and walk into the living room.

The middle-pitched wailing was coming from Adam, of course. A fractious baby, he had become a hostile, angry three-year-old, always howling over banged knees or lost toys. Jealous if they picked up Kirsty, who was often choking or being rushed to hospital, Kate disappearing with her for days on end. She understood why he was this way, but it didn’t make it any easier.

The highest-pitched crying came from Kirsty, her one-yearold daughter. It was a sound Kate had become almost inured to, as if she’d gone deaf on that frequency. Kirsty still didn’t look that different from other children when wrapped in blankets and knitted hats, but if you peered closely you would see it in her face. Kate noticed it all the time when people leant over, hoping to admire a sweet baby in her pram, then the slight frown, the look up to Kate and the fake smile – oh, isn’t she lovely? She could hear them falter over the pronoun.

The bass note of the wailing symphony was coming from Andrew. Sitting in the middle of the floor, the baby cradled to his chest, Adam clawing at his back, Andrew had clearly come to the end of his tether. As Kate stood there, trying to parse the scene for what had gone wrong, she saw that Kirsty’s face was blue, and then the wailing abruptly stopped, her little body convulsing as if it would break in two. Kate was across the floor before she even knew it. ‘Put her on her front. Her front, Andrew!’ There wasn’t time to think. She pushed her fingers into the child’s mouth to stop her swallowing her tongue, laid her over her arm in an approximation of the recovery position, and counted the seconds. A baby could do without air for one, two, three seconds. Oh God, come on, breathe, breathe. The absolute terror of a life in your hands.

Then, a gulping sound. A thin mewling cry from Kirsty’s mouth. The seizure was over, for now. She hadn’t died. They’d have to up her epilepsy medicine again, though it gave her terrible side-effects, including constipation that meant they were always having to shove her full of suppositories. Andrew was crying, his head in his hands. Too late, she realised that Adam had seen it all. His sister almost dying yet again, his parents breaking down, his father weeping and mother shouting. And he was standing frozen, three years old, a very adult look of shock on his pale little face.

After Kirsty’s arrival, the first month had been about keeping her small red body alive, swallowing what gulps of milk they could get into her with tubes and pipettes. Kate could almost never put her down, afraid she would simply stop breathing and die. It was as if a part of her own body, a fragile beating organ, had somehow ended up on the outside. There hadn’t been much time to wonder why their child was this way.

After that day at the hospital, when the doctor explained there were some ‘abnormalities’ with the baby, once Kate recovered they’d been sent home to figure it out for themselves. No name for the condition, if that’s even what it was, no map to follow. If Kate let herself think at all, marinating as she was in desperate shock, all she could feel was a sense of outrageous unfairness. Why? Why me? But unknown people in their labs were at work, testing vials of blood and peering into microscopes, and soon she and Andrew found themselves back in the geneticist’s office, warm and subdued. Kate had wondered if it was soundproofed, to shut out the storms of desperate weeping that must take place inside those walls. She noticed tissues on the doctor’s desk as she gently said lots of numbers and long words, something about inversions and duplications and mutations. That word had snagged Kate’s attention away from the poster she was studying, ghostly pairs of chromosomes like wriggling worms. ‘Mutant?’

The doctor gave a kind but impatient smile. ‘It just means a change in the DNA. A lot of mutation is beneficial – it’s how we get diversity on earth.’

‘Yes, I know that. I did go to university.’

Beside her, she heard Andrew breathe in but he wouldn’t challenge her rudeness, not in front of the doctor. The geneticist was conciliatory. ‘Of course. Well, then you’ll know that sometimes these changes are not for the better – it’s like the copying goes wrong somehow. As if the DNA is a malfunctioning photocopier.’

Kate blinked. Was she really going to use an office metaphor?

‘What does it mean, doctor?’ Andrew had the right tone – deferential, a little scared. Kate just felt furious, at the woman’s sibilant tone, at the drug-company Post-its on her desk, at having to be there at all.

‘It means Kirsty is going to be disabled, you know that. What we can’t say now is how severely. These chromosomal disorders are often unique – there could be no one else in the world with that condition.’

‘It doesn’t have a name?’ said Andrew.

‘No, it’s too rare for that, I’m afraid.’

‘Did it happen in her?’ Kate’s voice was angry, used-up. ‘This mutation?’ The ugliest of words, like a rip in the world.

‘That’s what we need to discuss today.’ Hesitation. A click of the drug-company pen. ‘We’ve tested your blood, and I’m afraid, Mrs Waters, the gene is present in you. It’s likely come from your side of the family.’

‘That’s ridiculous. There’s no one disabled in my family.’

The doctor clicked her pen again. ‘In the past, these things often went unnoticed, because the children would not survive. There may have been stillbirths . . . ’

Suddenly Kate was picturing herself and Elizabeth, sitting in a hospital corridor in scratchy frocks, kicking at each other’s legs. Their father in with their mother, who was mysteriously ill and crying, and didn’t come home for what seemed like months. The bad time.

‘ . . . Or your mother may have had miscarriages. There’s often a pattern, when you know what to look for.’

Kate would have liked to bring her fist down hard on her desk, or scream. She had not cried since the birth, and wouldn’t for another two years. Instead she bent back one of the longer nails on her left hand, until it snapped and she gasped in pain. Then it was Andrew asking a string of brittle questions – I see, doctor, and what does this – what’s the name of it? There isn’t one, I see. And do we know what might have caused it? I see. I see. And will she ever – do we know what she’ll be able to . . . on and on, while Kate sat there, parts of her tearing open, and all she could think was how she’d like to slap the doctor in her stupid face.

‘What about our son?’ Andrew was asking when she tuned back in. He was just centimetres away, but she hadn’t the slightest idea what he might be thinking or feeling.

‘The law changed a few years back, meaning Adam can’t be tested until he’s older and can give consent. There’s a 50 per cent chance he will carry the gene. I can refer you to a counsellor and they’ll help you draw up a family tree.’ The doctor said this almost jauntily, as it if might be a fun ancestry project for them to try. Then they were getting up and Andrew was thanking the woman, thanking her for delivering the worst news she’d ever received, and they were leaving, even though she wanted to scream that no, it wasn’t fair, it wasn’t true, and demand a recount on those blood tests. And that had been it. Every day they waited to see if Kirsty would learn to sit up, or laugh, or talk, or remain as she was, floppy and mewling, wracked with terrifying seizures that stopped the air in her lungs.

There’d been other terrible moments. Lunch with friends who had a baby born two days after Kirsty, healthy and bright-eyed. The questions from everyone, even friends who should have known better, often so rude they took Kate’s breath away. How, why, whose fault. What would she be able to do. What was her life expectancy. Did Adam have it too. She even saw them shepherd their own children away, as if it might be catching, and every moment tore her heart with pain and rage. Even worse, the ones who said, but she’s beautiful, as if judging Kate for not being grateful. She’s still your little girl, Andrew’s mother had said, and Kate had walked out of the room to stop from screaming.

Telling her own parents, bewildered and hostile. Too exhausted and heartsore to bring up her mother’s long hospital stays, the crying behind closed doors. Telling Andrew’s family, who at least had a better understanding of the science, scanning their faces for judgement, knowing it came from her, this thing. When it came to telling Elizabeth, Kate tried to marshal the same soothing clinical tone as the doctor, but it didn’t last. Her sister – not a genius but no dope either – seemed to wilfully misunderstand the biology, even when Kate drew lines on Adam’s colouring book in fat red crayon. ‘But how could I have what Kirsty has? I’m fine!’

‘You can carry the gene, or you can actually have the condition – it depends if you have the good copy of the gene to protect you.’

Elizabeth’s blue eyes, milder than Kate’s, had gone wide and filmy. ‘Oh Kate! This is awful!’

‘For fuck’s sake, it’s me who’s dealing with this, not you. Chances are it’ll just be one of us who carries it.’ And of course Elizabeth’s test had come back negative, and she’d phoned up crying with relief.

‘I was just so scared. I’m not like you, I could never cope.’

That was the trouble with having a reputation for capability. It was very difficult to take it back when you realised you couldn’t in fact cope at all.

*

Now, Kate looked at the scene before her, the broken husband, crying children, and knew she needed help. Andrew was on his third written warning from work about lateness, and early leaving, and vomit on his shirt, and they couldn’t afford a nanny on one salary.

She took out her Nokia phone, recently acquired, and dialled a number. The old polite Kate would never have followed up on offers of help, assuming they were not actually meant. But the voice of New Kate spoke through her mouth, like a tunnel through a rock. There was only one person who had reacted as she’d wanted to Kirsty’s condition, offering practical help, babysitting, unobtrusive favours. Who had never said anything insensitive or cruel. Who might be able to rescue them now.

‘Hi, Olivia.’ She pushed the pleasantries through her granite face. ‘You said to let you know if there was anything you could do to help. Well, actually there is. Are you still on the late shift at work?’

Andrew, present day

Olivia was staring at him over the kitchen island. The furrow between her brows had grown deeper over the years, and sometimes he itched to lean across and smooth it out with his thumb. If touch between them were not so fraught, so loaded with meaning, like a language neither spoke with fluency. ‘So, what will you say?’

‘I don’t know!’ His heart was still pounding with the shock of it, Kate’s name appearing in his inbox after fifteen years, like someone dead coming back to life. Was that too long to have the same email address – should he have changed it, updated himself – would she judge him?

‘Andrew.’

‘Sorry. What did you say?’

‘We have to think what this means for the children.’

‘Well, I have, obviously. I called Adam already.’ And his son had hung up on him. Andrew didn’t really blame him. Adam had not asked for any of this, to be abandoned by his mother. How was he supposed to react when she suddenly reappeared?

‘What timing, too. Today of all days.’

‘I know.’ When he’d seen the name in his inbox, jolting him back to the past, his first thought had been that Kate somehow knew tonight was his book launch. The day he’d waited for all his life, and of course Kate had to surface and ruin it. We need to talk, she’d said. About your book. He felt a fear approaching from far away, its shadow already falling over him. ‘I think – Liv, I think she’s annoyed about the book.’ Kate had used the phrase life rights. He didn’t know what that was. He had deliberately not included her in the story, simply saying she’d left when the children were young. She wasn’t even named. And why hadn’t the producer told him he was married to Kate, before optioning Andrew’s book? Would he have said no if he’d known? It was a lot of money. He could pay it back, maybe, but the idea of causing such a fuss made him cringe.

Olivia’s brow creased further. She seemed to be holding herself together by sheer force of will. ‘Isn’t that for the producer to sort out? Or your agent?’

He still loved that phrase, your agent, even in the middle of all this. ‘I’ve no idea. Kate just says we need to talk.’

‘Does she mean in person – will she come back here?’ Olivia was looking round at the house. Swiftly, he catalogued all the things that were the same. The walls the same colour, due a repaint for years. The kitchen island Kate had been so proud of, chipped around the edges from Adam’s tantrums and Kirsty’s flailing legs. Had they bought so much as a chair since she’d left?

‘I don’t know.’

‘I take it she doesn’t know about – Kirsty.’ She said the name as if it was a wrench, which he knew it was.

He winced. ‘She didn’t exactly leave a number to
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