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Chapter One

Thailand, September 2010

They came for him when night had fallen, when the sea and the sky were one black spread, broken only by the light of a squid boat somewhere far out.

Over the soft reggae playing behind the bar we could hear the half-hearted collapse of tiny wavelets, exhausted after the storm. Lingering smells of briny seaweed, meat cooked in galangal and chilli. It felt as if we were the only people in Thailand, me and him and our handful of ad-hoc wedding guests. There was a wellbeing retreat further down the beach, but their lights had gone out hours ago.

A short while before they came for him, someone started playing ‘Something About the Way You Look Tonight’, and although neither of us really loved the song – knew the words, even – we knew it to be the cue for our first dance. We walked down the wooden steps onto the sand and swayed slowly on the beach like the couple in that picture on my wall at university. Johan and me, a rain-puddled beach, Kulap and Than holding umbrellas over our heads, even though the storm had long passed.

In the years that followed I would wonder about that storm. What might have been if it hadn’t come; if we’d married earlier in the day like we’d planned. Might we have taken a ride to the nearest town for some drinks at sundown? Gone to a remote beach for a twilight swim? What if they’d come looking for him, found nobody and given up?

Perhaps we’d have managed to take the boat back to the mainland a few days later. Perhaps we’d have got back safely to Bangkok – home to Europe, even.

Perhaps I’d have started out as a surgical registrar with Johan Kullberg, my husband, next to me in bed when I woke before dawn to get to the hospital. Although, who knows, perhaps we’d have been divorced by the time I was thirty.

But I think we’d still be together.

We could have lived anywhere in the world: Singapore, Dubrovnik, Boston – the world was our oyster, with our careers; nothing would have been off the table. Children? No children? It could have gone either way. What I’m certain of, though, is that we’d have been happy even if we’d continued as we had begun. Just two people living together in that sweet little flat in London.

One of us could have died early, I suppose, although I’d like to hope not. But what might our lives look like now if the storm hadn’t come and we hadn’t been on the beach that evening? Who would he be to me?

But the storm did come and we married hours later than planned. We drank Singha, cocktails, something unsanitary from a backpacker’s hip flask. We danced, we kissed, and every time we did I smiled into his smiling mouth, because I loved him so much. I hold the sense memory of his solid body under my hands even now. The width of his back. A khaki-striped T-shirt was his morning suit, while I wore a dress I’d bought for a few baht in the night market. Somebody had put a flower garland on one of the beach dogs.

Elton John stopped playing but we continued to dance, holding each other: two ripe young fruit. We moved slowly, his hands warm on my body, and I could happily have left our wedding party right then, at eight o’clock, to be alone with him. But I stayed and danced, because I wanted that too, and for those last few moments it was beautiful.

Until our wedding was swarming with armed men, suddenly, white light and rough black shadow. Unknown sounds, moving bodies, loud yells. Limbs being grabbed, more yelling.

Him being grabbed, violently.

Screaming – me – Stop, stop, someone call for help! Please, leave us alone, we’re just tourists!

Then more screaming as I began to realise they wanted this tourist, this man who’d just married me on the beach. He was the one they had come for.

For a hopeful, stupid moment I even tried to protect him physically, to get between him and their guns. Stop it! Don’t do this! Stop!

If any of them could understand what I was saying, they didn’t show it, nor did they stop what they were doing. One of them simply pointed a gun at me, yelling. Then I heard Johan screaming at me to get down, to get out of danger.

In my flashbacks I recall short bursts. His face, angled against a wall while armed men held him down. The slam of the van doors as they stole him from our life, our future. The speed with which I followed the convoy, sprinting up to the main road, where a man in a strip-lit kiosk was selling pieces of grilled chicken on sticks. Ghostly reality: cars buzzing past, a festering mountain of coconut husks, two buffalo tied to a stake in a sparse plantation. My cries interrupted by the toot of a moped and the somnolent drone of a bullfrog in the seething undergrowth. Cheery music from the chicken kiosk.

And then the impossible: he was gone and I was standing alone on a road on a Thai island, a brand-new bride at twenty-seven years old.

I still think about that lone squid boat. Moving silently across the horizon that night, where black met black.

I googled ‘squid boats’ not long after I left Thailand, sleepless with grief and shock. There are beautiful photos on the internet. Those bright lights we could see from the shore are actually green: they’re shot straight down into the water to attract plankton, which attract squid. But there are so many of these boats, so many lights, you can actually see them from space at night. Jade glitter clouds in the black hands of the sea, a tantalising welcome to anything extraterrestrial skimming the edge of our solar system.

That’s what I used to do when I was back in our London flat, alone at night, and it played on repeat: the machine guns, the bullfrog, the betrayal of all he had promised. I would get out of my bed and sit at the kitchen table as London grumbled gently in the background, and I’d look at those light clusters photographed from space.

For a few moments I would mute my rage, my loss, and just think about him, remember how it felt to be his wife. Just for those few hours before he was taken and I found out who he really was.




Chapter Two

Now: Devon, December 2022

I step outside the front door most nights at ten o’clock, which is really the time I should be turning off my light. But I’m never in bed by ten because of this: this deep lungful of moorland air. This wild space under the stars, thatch creaking above, bats zigzagging like demented bullets overhead and owls calling through the darkness. This time is for me.

Since Robin and I got the twins to sleep earlier I’ve ignored all the warnings I used to give my patients about googling their medical conditions – or, worse still, their children’s medical conditions – and have been googling recent research on chronic lung disease. The medic in me despairs of this kind of behaviour but I don’t have a phone full of clinical contacts any more, and besides, I’m a parent first.

I’ve also been messaging my sister, who lives in Colorado. I sent her pictures from this evening’s nativity play: Raffy dressed as a tube of Rolos and Maeve as an ‘elite gymnast’. Maya sent me photos of her dog eating a block of smoked tofu, which we both found disturbing. Inevitably, though, our messages turned to our father. Dad’s partner Nicola and I have accepted, finally, that he needs residential care. None of us can take the anxiety any longer; my body pitches into fight-or-flight just at the sound of my phone and my once-mellow stepmother can’t sleep for fear of him disappearing onto the moor at night.

Maya is flying over here for Christmas to help with the move, which is a great relief. Nicola and I have been managing the situation for three years now; things only worsening, never getting better. We are both exhausted, especially Nicola. We need a break.

And so, no matter how happy I am to be seeing my sister, there’s a river of deep grief flowing through her forthcoming trip. Neither of us is ready for this to be happening. Dad, for all his faults, was always the solid one. He was the place we called home.

The sky is clear after a day of rain and fog, the moon fat and gibbous above the moor. Up at Buckland Beacon I can make out black clumps of bracken and gorse as the hill climbs; a few windblown, ancient hawthorns silhouetted darkly against the ink-sheet sky. Seawater has hung like curtains around our house all day, but now it’s lifted the air bears all of my favourite smells: wet moss, damp peat, the gentle spice of wood smoke from our neighbours’ house over the hill.

Raffy, of course, will be fine; he’s tough, my little boy. There’s no reason he shouldn’t outgrow his lung disease in time. And in the moments that I can switch from daughter to doctor I’m able to accept that my father deserves to be safe. He will soon be in the hands of competent, trained professionals and that’s exactly what he needs, no matter how great the ache in my heart.

I lean against the cold stones of our porch, repeating these words while my nervous system settles. He deserves to be safe. Competent, trained professionals. What he needs.

Bats swoop and dive above the narrow leat that cuts our garden in two, and a soft square of light from Robin’s office lies quietly on the grass at the side of the house, near our little holiday let, the Pig Shed. We’ve got guests from London at the moment. They took pictures of the Pig Shed door sign and posted them on Instagram. Their caption described this as ‘the REAL countryside’.

People often ask: What brought you down here? Most are curious, but plenty see us as blow-ins from London. We aren’t Londoners, either of us, but I’ve stopped explaining that because nobody listens.

‘I grew up here’ is what I normally say. And I did: you could see the ancient loaf of Hameldown from my bedroom window if you leaned out at an angle. But when I left this place for medical school, I never imagined coming back. I craved the richness and experiential intensity of city life. In the years that followed I worked in London, Manchester, Johannesburg, Newcastle; a fellowship in Chicago was on the cards. I worked in Major Trauma centres in major cities and I thrived.

Then I delivered my twins more than three months early, spent six months in NICU and stopped thriving.

I limped on in London for nearly two years before accepting as truth my need to move back here. To this otherworldly land of operatic seasons and enormous skies. To the healing peace of the moor with its ancient lanes, moss-covered boulders, that light breaking through the clouds in quivering plates: rose, copper, gold.

And so we came back here, to the REAL countryside.

Robin’s unboxing what looks like a second-hand camera lens when I come in. Next to the parcel is his laptop, open on the NASA space station tracking website. On the other side is a large Pyrex dish of macaroni cheese from dinner, hardened and cold. A fork has been speared into the top of it. My husband is an unapologetic defender of comfort food. He has an app full of recipes for shepherd’s pie and jam roly-poly and he laughs out loud at the fastidiously healthy lunches I make myself these days while he eats fish finger sandwiches.

‘Carrie! Look at this,’ he says, holding the lens reverently. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’

I walk over to pick it up. ‘Oh yes. Stunning.’

I have no idea if it’s stunning, or how he could possibly need another one, but astronomy is a non-negotiable part of him and I have given up questioning the frequency and scale of his kit purchases. He has promised me he will only ever need the one appallingly expensive telescope that takes up half of our already small spare room, and as long as he honours that I can live with the cameras and lenses and all the sweet retired folk he chats to about supernovae and exoplanets.

He sticks out an arm and pulls me down next to him. ‘Hello,’ he says. This dear man. I lean sideways into his armpit, enjoying the tired, sandy smell of him, the steady rhythm of his heart beating through his jumper. His ribs creak as he lets out a long, quiet yawn.

Robin has supported us single-handedly, often working crushing hours, since I walked away from my career. Encouraging him in his one hobby feels like the least I can do.

‘It’s satisfyingly heavy,’ I say, moving the lens from hand to hand. ‘I like it.’

This seems to please him. ‘The space station’s going to be visible tomorrow night,’ he says, nodding at his laptop. ‘Providing the weather holds up. I was looking at it online with Maeve earlier and she was really interested – I’d love to show it to them. It’d mean a late bedtime, but we could have hot chocolate up in the field. What do you think?’

‘That would be lovely. Although it’ll depend on how Raffy’s doing.’

Robin’s face falls. ‘Our poor furious little tube of Rolos. When did you last check him?’

I look at my watch. ‘Twenty-one minutes ago. He’s doing OK.’

We took Raffy and Maeve home for dinner after school but then drove back in for their nativity performance at five. ‘It’s the middle of the night!’ Maeve breathed as our headlights scythed through the dense blackness of the moor. She couldn’t believe it. ‘I bet everyone else is asleep.’ She was disappointed and quite angry when we arrived back in town to the sight of still-open shops.

The nativity was a little unorthodox. Miss Redmond had had the kids design their own costumes and they’d made a ‘very funny’ plan to dress as sweets and chocolate. Except for Maeve, who made me dress her as a professional gymnast with scraped-back hair and a sparkly leotard. Visibly nervous, she reverted to her default showing-off and did two cartwheels and a roundoff on her way to the Baby Jesus – she was one of the Wise Men – then took out a sheep with her heel. The sheep’s mum deliberately left us out when she circulated with mince pies afterwards.

We drove home in high spirits nevertheless, belting ‘Little Donkey’ through open windows at the ponies grazing by the road, but when we got out of the car at Cold East Cross to look at the blazing fire of stars above us, I realised Raffy was wheezing, and after that things were a lot less jolly. He’s been fighting a cold all week.

When we got home he didn’t want to take his salbutamol and started to have a meltdown. His breathing deteriorated quickly. Robin, good cop, had to defuse things with all the bribes and tricks you’re not meant to use while Mummy, bad cop and doctor, hovered with his inhaler and spacer and called the paediatric ward at Torbay.

Maeve, who’s already outgrown her relatively minor lung complications, carried on doing gymnastics, ignoring what was happening around her. She’s witnessed this enough times to know there’s little point interrupting. But when we took Raffy up to the bathroom to build up steam, her finite six-year-old’s patience vanished. She started yelling at Raffy to stop ‘being stupid’ and when he didn’t stop crying she burst into the bathroom with her giant stuffed dog, bashing at his Rolo costume, shouting ‘Stop it! STOP IT!’ over and over again, until Robin had to pick her up and carry her out of the room.

Poor Raff’s prized Rolo outfit, a cardboard tube we had painted at midnight on Sunday, got badly dented and he went to bed furious and very, very sad. I’ve been up there every hour to monitor his sats since he went to sleep and I’ll be giving him salbutamol through the night. He’s doing well – it was a minor attack, and the on-call paediatrician wasn’t overly concerned – but I’ll be checking him all night, because I’m his mother and I can’t not.

‘He’ll be OK,’ Robin says gently. ‘We’ll see what the hospital says tomorrow. But it isn’t anywhere near as bad as it’s been in the past. A blip.’

He’s right, although I want to dismiss him. I don’t like it when Robin worries about the kids less than me, which is all of the time.

‘Carrie,’ he says, after a pause. ‘Have you eaten anything this evening?’

‘I ate earlier.’ I get up and go over to the fire. ‘With the kids.’

‘Are you sure? I only saw you galloping around finishing costumes.’

I smile, caught out. ‘Fine. I’ll eat.’

I poke at the fire while Robin sets about levering off a square of hardened macaroni. 

‘Well done,’ he says.

‘You’re a fascist.’

‘Tell me about your day,’ he replies, watching without comment as I shovel around in the embers with no effect on the flames. Until recently the fire was his jurisdiction, but I’ve been trying to change that.

I’ve been trying to change many things.

‘Your dad OK?’ Robin asks.

I pull my phone out of my pocket to check. I never have it on silent these days, but I still worry all the time that I’ve missed an SOS from Nicola. Thankfully, there’s nothing.

‘He’s been quite peaceful today, thank God. But I do have news.’ I shut the woodburner and sit back on my heels. ‘I’m going back to work – it’s confirmed.’

It’s the first time I’ve said these words out loud. They feel exotic, plump with promise. ‘I’m going to be a surgeon again!’

Robin stares at me. ‘They’ve given you the green light?’

I nod, beaming like Raff when we put him into his Rolo costume earlier. ‘They said my assessment went really well and they’ve just confirmed my licence to practise. I’m to do six months reorientation in supervised practice, then another six months in specialist, and then they’ll decide what level I’ll go back in at. I’m hoping core trainee at minimum, but even if they make me go back as an F1, I don’t care, I mean—’

‘Carrie.’ Robin’s grinning. ‘Layman’s terms.’

‘Sorry!’ I’m practically hopping up and down. ‘But the best thing is that they recruited one of my old mentors to set up a specialist hepatobiliary service down in Plymouth last year. He says he’d be open to having me back one day, and, and . . . and I just feel it, Robin, I feel it! It’s going to happen!’

For a moment, Robin is speechless. Then he gets up and hugs me. ‘This is nothing short of spectacular.’

The end of my career began the moment I became pregnant.

I felt great for a total of three days, until the vomiting started. It deteriorated rapidly into hyperemesis. When I reached eight weeks Robin had to go away on a three-week business trip and I nearly lost my mind. I was signed off work – a black mark for any surgeon, let alone a pregnant female surgeon – and when I found myself unable even to keep fluids down I had to be admitted to Chelsea and Westminster for six days.

I hated Robin for abandoning me. Despised and loathed him, even though he’d done nothing but go on a work trip that had been in the diary for two months; even though he’d have come back at a moment’s notice if I’d been willing to call him and tell him what was going on.

I forgave him when he returned, of course, because there was nothing to forgive, and the poor man barely left my side until I began to feel better at seventeen weeks. He even went so far as to book us a holiday at the end of my second trimester, by which time we both expected me to be feeling well.

But then our babies were delivered more than three months premature, and I haven’t travelled since.

I spent 172 days in Chelsea and Westminster hospital with my tiny moths, felled by the way my body had rejected these two helpless creatures, by the appalling anxieties of life in NICU. My life revolved around ventilators, endotracheal suction, infusion pump alarms; the sight of my breast milk trickling through plastic tubes, the purple veins in Raffy and Maeve’s miniature hands. I was entirely disconnected from the outside world.

My babies survived beautifully, but my faith in myself didn’t. When it was time for me to return to work I found that I could not hand my children over to the childminder I’d so painstakingly sought out. What if Raffy deteriorated rapidly with a respiratory virus? Would she spot it in time? What if she was one of those people who ‘didn’t want to bother me’ at work?

I had survived because the twins were with me all day, every day, but I couldn’t manage my anxiety at leaving them with someone else. No more was I equipped for the daily buffet of life and death my job brought; the crushing hours and lack of time to think, the on-call shifts. And so I told Robin I didn’t want to go back.

Without hesitation, Robin cashed in the money he’d inherited aged twenty when his parents died in a road accident. It had been untouchable until this point – his pension and security, guarded closely in an investment portfolio – but he channelled it all into our household savings account so I could be a stay-at-home mother.

I wrote to the London Deanery and Imperial College to tell them I was done with surgery. There were panicked offers of evidence-based rehabilitation this, confidential crisis counselling that, but I declined them all and deregistered from the General Medical Council.

It takes years of work and sacrifice to get into surgery, but it turns out that it takes just a few hours to leave. I became a full-time mother and refused to look back.

Until six months ago, when Robin suddenly, shockingly, lost his job. For more than a decade he had worked for Andrew Heynes, a man of colossal wealth and praiseworthy intentions – or so we believed. Then Andrew, distressingly, was investigated for fraud and most of his operations, even the charitable ones, were temporarily closed down. Robin was one of many redundancies that followed.

I think we both assumed he would find another job quickly, but it took a long time. The landscape has changed a lot in the past decade, it turns out, and people are less keen to give their money away. Robin did a lot of number-crunching. We still had his inheritance, of course, but it wouldn’t last indefinitely.

Robin wasn’t sleeping and neither was I. At some point during the past few years I had, without realising, simply rolled over like a soft animal and allowed my husband to carry me – to carry all of us. I had no idea where Carrie Cole had gone, why I had allowed her to disintegrate without resistance. I had to start earning.

Running a household was enough for plenty of other women; brilliant women with sharp brains and important careers before they’d had children. But I’d often wondered, as I scrubbed the toilets in the Pig Shed, if I might simply have a different genetic make-up. My own mother certainly wasn’t built for parenting or housekeeping. She’d gone back out campaigning by the time I reached eleven weeks and had suffered no guilt at all. She’d done what she needed to do and was much happier as a result.

Once the idea of returning to work had taken hold in my mind, it was my sole focus. I wasn’t doing it because I had to – it was at this time that Robin finally got a job – but rather because I wanted to. The day I phoned the GMC to re-register as a physician felt like a rebirth.

Now as then, Robin is in support of my plans, but I know the speed of it all has been overwhelming. Especially with my decision to visit Sweden for three nights next month. Until recently, I wasn’t willing to leave the kids even for a night.

I relax, letting Robin hold me. It is spectacular, he’s right. No matter how long it takes me to retrain not just my brain but my hands, or how many years it takes me to get back to ST6, which is where I was when I left, the NHS’s willingness to accept me back is in itself cause for great celebration. It was never a given.

‘I also got a call from Yanika Hatziz this afternoon. She’s said I can go and shadow her in Sweden while I’m waiting for my reorientation to start! Although first I’ve got to meet her for some sort of interrogation when I’m in Stockholm.’

I pick up Raffy’s little stuffed rabbit – Friday Bunny, his name is, because we bought him on a Friday – and throw him up into the air, catching him and hugging him hard.

‘My favourite biohazard,’ I say, smiling into Friday Bunny’s sweet, germy fur.

I force myself to sit down, and Robin hands me my bowl of macaroni. He says, ‘I’m ashamed to admit I believed them when they told you it couldn’t be done. More fool me. If anyone can pull this off, it’s you.’

‘They had forgotten what a good surgeon I was.’

I’m trying to speak in this way – to think in this way – as frequently as feels bearable. There will be people wanting to crush me at every turn over the next few years, as I inch my way back into my career. My old friend Dell from medical school has warned that the softer edges of the NHS as an employer have yet to extend to surgery.

‘Have you told your mum?’ Robin asks.

‘I called her. She didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail.’

‘And?’

‘Nothing.’

‘That sounds about right.’ He squeezes my hand.

‘Oh, I think she’ll be pleased. She’s never been able to get her head around me choosing to be a stay-at-home mum.’

Robin’s seen Mum let me and my children down too many times to have a great deal of time for her, but he’s respectful enough to keep his thoughts to himself most of the time.

‘Tell me more about this placement in Sweden,’ he says. ‘Will you have to speak Swedish?’

‘I think so. Yanika says they all speak English, but no clinician in their right mind would speak a foreign language in an emergency. I’m getting a language app so I can start brushing up.’

‘Right,’ Robin says, less enthusiastically. ‘Sounds sensible.’

He knows that I signed up for Swedish classes soon after getting together with Johan; that I was drunk on love from the start. And, no matter how happy Robin and I are, no matter how many years have passed since I cared in any way about Johan, I think it pains him that the language lives on inside me. That there was once a time when I would lie awake next to Johan, thinking, Jag älskar dig. I love you. I love you.

I eat another forkful of macaroni, a reminder to Robin that I’m on his team.

He gets out his phone and we google Yanika.

It’s been more than thirteen years since I last worked under Yanika Hatziz, but she remains the best mentor I’ve ever had. Neither of us were traditional surgeon material back then – Yanika with her heavy Greek accent, me a quarter Malaysian and too short to operate without a steel box to stand on. But: ‘You must never allow these things to hold you back,’ she said in our first supervision meeting at the Royal London. ‘You are to be outstanding and fearless in all you undertake as a surgeon, Carrie. You’ll have the power to save people’s lives in a few short hours! Do not allow anyone, any man, to prevent you from carrying out that duty.’

Sadly for me, Yanika was poached just before the end of my core training – bribed over to Sweden by a prestigious university hospital. She’s the director of cancer and emergency surgery there now; surgeons fly in from all over the world to learn advanced robotics with her. Those that can’t are glued to her YouTube channel, where she uploads videos of surgical techniques she’s quite literally invented herself. I’ve watched them all, agog. She is a powerhouse.

‘Isn’t she magnificent?’ I say. Robin’s still reading her biography.

I glance at him, just in time to catch something different – something odd – in his eyes. ‘Oh. What?’

He hadn’t realised he was being watched. He waves me off. ‘Sorry. I’m just—’ He sighs. ‘It’s just a lot to take in at the moment, Carrie. Six months ago you said you were really happy being a mum, looking after the house and the holiday let. But when I was made redundant you decided almost overnight to go back to surgery, and now you’re making plans to travel abroad.’ He waves his phone, Yanika’s picture still on the screen. ‘I know it’s all happening at seventy miles per hour in your head, but I’m a little way behind you. Forty miles per hour, I think. Accelerating to fifty. But I may still need to take a minute to change gear, every now and then.’

‘Right,’ I put my fork down. ‘Of course. Sorry. I get it.’

I lean over and plant a kiss on the side of his face.

‘It’s fine. Great, even.’ He tucks my hand into his. ‘But I do want to say something: if it ever feels like too much, can you promise me that you’ll step back and wait a few more years? I’m working again. We’d be OK. I just don’t want you to force yourself to see this through if you realise you’ve made a mistake.’

‘Thank you.’ I smile. ‘You’re right; forcing myself on is exactly what I’d do. But – honestly – I want this.’

Robin takes this in for a moment.

‘I want to go back, Robin. I’m ready. Truly ready.’

He takes a breath. ‘That’s good to hear, darling. The fact remains, though, you told me never to let you go back to surgery, if you ever changed your mind in the future. And yet here we are, in the future, and you’ve changed your mind. I’m not going to try to stop you, but it would be remiss of me not to point out that your wellbeing has to come first. We love you too much to watch you fall apart again.’

I pick up Friday Bunny. Raffy wouldn’t go anywhere without this little creature for years; nowadays he’ll often forget even to take him to bed. My babies are growing up fast; with the passing of each day they become a clearer expression of the souls they were always meant to be.

But I am a soul, too, and I haven’t been faithful to the blueprint of my DNA. I am a woman who has been called to work at the confluence of life and death, and that’s the place to which I must return. It no longer concerns our bank balance or Robin’s long-term career security. It’s a basic need.

‘I get it,’ I say, trying – as I have done for years – to straighten Friday Bunny’s crooked ear. It flops back down and I give up, taking Robin’s hand again. ‘It must have been exhausting to watch the human rollercoaster that is your wife over the past few years. I can see that, Robin, and I’m sorry. But this is what I need to do. None of it is a mistake.’

My husband smiles and kisses me. He says he’s going to find some fizz so we can celebrate my great news, and he’s whistling as he goes out to the shed where we keep our stash – but I sense I’ve failed to allay his fears.




Chapter Three

London, 2014

‘You look stuck,’ was the first thing Robin ever said to me. ‘Can I help?’

He had no idea, poor man, what a precedent this would set.

Four years earlier, my marriage to Johan had simultaneously begun and ended on a small island in the Gulf of Thailand. I’d lived simply since then, willingly owned by my work. I’d taken jobs in London, Manchester and Newcastle, then an out-of-programme year in Johannesburg, and had just begun my ST4 at the Royal Marsden back in London, working in oesophageal cancer. I was now thirty-one and a junior surgical registrar; I had responsibilities not just for patients but for the training of others.

One of the first things I’d done on starting this job was join the hospital’s fundraising committee, which was organising a gala in the grand ballroom of a Park Lane hotel. The sole aim of this event was to raise the final £250,000 needed to buy a surgical robot called the Da Vinci XI.

I first noticed Robin at the gala when the man he was sitting next to bid £125,000 for a painting of a woman with five breasts. The painting had been donated by an artist whose cancer our colorectal team had successfully treated the previous year. It was now closing out the auction £100,000 over target: we had our robot.

I took a good look at the winning bidder while the ballroom around him erupted like a football stadium. He was the host of the table, a wealthy and influential man invited to fill the seats around him with wealthy and influential friends. His name was Andrew Heynes, and I knew nothing of him other than that he was a prolific giver to medical causes. As the celebratory music pounded I watched him get up to personally top up his guests’ champagne glasses, even though we had waiters paid just to do that.

Heynes’ shirt was hanging loose and undetected over the back of his belt. To my amusement, I watched another man at his table get up and simply tuck it back into Heynes’ trousers without comment before sitting back down. On the stage the auctioneer was shouting, ‘Three hundred and fifty thousand, ladies and gentlemen! Three hundred and fifty thousand raised tonight for the Royal Marsden Hospital!’

The waiting staff started clearing away dessert plates, which was my cue to open up the donations table. I knocked back the rest of my champagne before making my way cautiously across the ballroom on my new heels. I hadn’t got out much over the past four years and was quite unsteady. Surgical clogs would have been preferable.

‘Oi!’ Dell called as I approached her table. ‘Carrie Cole!’

She was too loud now the music had been turned down; several faces from Andrew Heynes’ table looked up.

We’d left only two tables for the general public to buy seats at and Dell, my steadfast Dell, had organised a group of our old friends from the Royal London to fill one. They’d each parted with £500 for the chance to be here tonight.

‘You look ravishing!’ she shouted delightedly.

‘You really do!’ said Kiran, who had been a scrub nurse when Dell and I were core trainees at the Royal London back in 2010.

‘Isn’t this wonderful?’ I picked up an untouched glass of champagne from their table and took a long swig. ‘I’m feeling very proud.’

‘So you should!’ Dell and Kiran raised their own glasses. Then Dell stood up, hugging me. ‘You’re incredible, Carrie. And I haven’t seen you look this happy since, well . . . for a long time.’

Since you were with Johan, she’d managed not to say.

I made way for a couple of men from the Heynes table to walk past.

‘I am happy,’ I said, smiling. ‘Thank you.’

‘I know what it took to put yourself back together.’ Dell was uncharacteristically emotional. ‘You should be proud.’

I shrugged. One of the many things I’d learned in my career was that, no matter the scale of rupture suffered, our bodies are united by a penetrating and intrinsic desire to repair. Three days earlier, I’d helped my consultant resect a 700-gram tumour from a man in his sixties. When I’d come in yesterday the man was propped up in bed, joking with ward staff and FaceTiming his daughter in New Zealand.

That untaught ability to heal, that drive to survive, is life. I had had my rupture; I had healed. It was the natural order of things.

I made my excuses and headed off towards my donations table, in the same direction as the two men from Heynes’ table. One went to the toilet, the other to the bar. The bar-bound man was the one who’d tucked Andrew Heynes’ shirt back into his trousers as if he were Heynes’ long-suffering wife.

For a brief moment I tried to imagine the sort of world these men must inhabit: the houses abroad, the yachts, the comforting knowledge that they would never need to take the tube. The staging laparoscopy I’d performed that afternoon had been on a woman so hard up, she’d had to take four buses to get to the hospital. It was a different world.

I was still following the shirt-tucking-in man. He wasn’t heading for the bar, I realised: he was heading for my donations table, just up ahead, where Kenny, my consultant, was throwing on his dinner jacket and talking rapidly into his phone.

‘I have to go,’ Kenny said as I arrived. ‘One of my patients needs me.’

‘But you’re not on call!’

‘I took her stomach out yesterday and now she’s been transferred to ICU,’ he called, already off. ‘Over to you, Carrie.’

I was left with the man from Andrew Heynes’ table. Behind him, an elderly couple had joined to form a small queue.

‘Right . . .’ I said to the man. ‘Plan B it is. I just need to get this card machine up and running. Then I can tell you all about the incredible work we’re going to do with this robot.’

He waved a hand, smiling, as if to say, no rush. While I wrestled with the machine, he started chatting with the couple behind him. But after a few minutes with no progress at my end, he turned back towards the table.

‘You look stuck,’ he said. ‘Can I help?’

‘Do you know how to operate a card machine?’

‘I have Google?’

‘Oh, no, it’s OK. I’ll just . . .’ I trailed off. ‘Actually, yes please,’ I said. ‘And thank you. I am completely stuck.’

‘I see that. OK, so, Carrie? Is it Carrie?’

‘Yes . . .?’

He smiled. ‘Your friend yelled your name earlier when you walked past. It was hard to miss.’

‘Ah, yes. That’s Dell.’

‘OK. Carrie. You radio for backup. I’ll sort this machine out. And you can talk to the lovely couple behind me about robotic surgery, because that is something I definitely cannot do.’

With that, he came around the table and sat down. Five minutes later, the machine had taken £1,000.

‘How do you know Andrew Heynes?’ I asked him as we waited for our next donation. He was nice-looking in a slightly posh, British sort of way. Lots of healthy brown hair, tanned skin as if he’d just got back from the Caribbean or wherever it was the wealthy went on holiday at this time of year.

‘I work for him.’

‘Oh! I assumed you were . . .’

‘One of his very rich friends? Sadly not. That’s why I came to donate some money at this table rather than paying twenty-five grand at auction to go and see the Stones play in Tennessee.’

‘So what do you do?’ I asked. ‘Are you his butler? Smuggled in to keep him on brand?’

‘I am not.’

‘I saw you tucking in his shirt.’

He laughed. ‘Andrew can’t be wandering around with his shirt hanging out. He wasn’t listening to a word I was saying.’

I told him this was something I often experienced with my patients.

He looked right at me for a few moments as though trying to make a decision, and the energy changed between us.

‘Can I – ah, can I get you a drink?’ he asked, suddenly shy. ‘I’d love to hear more about your work.’

‘Thank you, but no.’ I smiled. ‘I’ve had to do a hard stop. I drank far too much during the auction.’

The man nodded. ‘I relate.’ He asked a waiter for a glass of champagne for him and some water for me. ‘Anyway – I’m a philanthropic adviser. In answer to your question.’

I sat back in my chair. ‘You tell Heynes how to spend his excess billions?’

‘Essentially.’

‘What a job! Tell me more.’

‘Well, I made him come here tonight and fill the table with his wealthy friends. And I made him buy that painting. It’s not all black-tie dinners, of course, but I enjoy my work.’

A few minutes later, one of my fellow organisers turned up to take over on the card machine.

‘Lovely to meet you, Carrie,’ the man said. ‘And for what it’s worth, having listened to you talk to the punters about surgery for the past fifteen minutes, I’d choose you over this robot any day. You sound like the real deal.’

It was only when he’d gone that I realised I’d never even asked his name.

And that I very much wished I had.

He sent me a letter the next week, asking if he could take me out to dinner. His name was Robin Carghill.

I loved the old-fashioned straightforwardness of putting pen to paper. Dell, who had watched our entire exchange, imagined Robin to be the sort of person who would book an iconic London restaurant and then roll us into a dive bar later on. She was spot on. Our first date was at Quo Vadis, followed by a disgusting Soho bar, the name and location of which neither of us can remember.

He had ordered – and demolished – a giant steak, laughed sympathetically at my ‘weedy’ cod cheek salad and asked me endless questions about my work.

‘Are you joking?’ he asked, genuinely appalled, when I paused to check he wasn’t bored. ‘Everyone wants to know what it’s like to be a surgeon! You cut people open and chop things out and then go off and have lunch as if you’ve spent the morning bumming about on the internet like the rest of us. It’s witchcraft.’

I smiled.

‘Did you not watch ER when you were a teenager?’ he went on. ‘Peter Benton and Elizabeth Corday were my heroes. Their storylines trumped all the others.’

‘I did watch it. I’m afraid I often took notes.’

‘Of course. How did you rate their surgical practice, out of interest?’

‘Well, questionable, at times.’

Robin started laughing. ‘You had feedback! Oh, but this is wonderful. What age were you?’

‘Fifteen.’ I was laughing, too.

‘I hope you wrote them a strongly worded letter.’

I stayed silent.

‘Oh my God! You actually did!’

I put my head in my hands.

‘Oh, Carrie, this is priceless. Did they reply?’

‘To the third letter, yes.’

Robin roared with laughter.

‘I have a very high-achieving mother. And my grandmother was even worse. None of us were fitted with an off switch. But trust me, not everyone has found this trait as appealing as you.’

At his request I told him a little of my mother and of her mother, who’d come over to England from Malaysia because her family would not pay for her to receive a university education. Against all odds, my grandmother had become a professor of epidemiology and even had a stint advising the government. By the time she was fifty, three different men had left her. She was too busy for husbands, Mum always said. She’d had to hustle ten times as hard as her British colleagues to achieve the same academic credentials, and even then she was always the least likely to get the jobs. If she hadn’t died of cancer in her sixties she would probably have worked until she was a hundred.

‘My mum’s different,’ I said. ‘Extremely charming, funny, engaging – people fall in love with her on the spot, although she’s come up against plenty of prejudice too. But she’s no less of a workaholic. She cannot, will not, sit still until she’s saved the world. I’m a good surgeon, but I’ll never have the kind of impact she’s had.’

‘Oh, hang on now,’ Robin said. He was no longer laughing. ‘You have plenty of impact, Carrie. I wish I’d . . .’ He broke off. ‘I had no choice but to write to you, Carrie. No choice at all. I couldn’t think about anything else. It was infuriating and very enjoyable.’

The kissing started when we left the restaurant. I hadn’t kissed anyone since Johan and I enjoyed it even more than I expected to.

Luckily, Robin was relaxed about my cautious pace. He arranged excellent dates without any fuss or back-and-forth; he’d just message me things like, I’m taking you to see the ENO. 7.30 p.m. next Thursday, Coliseum. He took the time to memorise my on-call rotas so that he could plan things I could actually do. And from the very beginning, he was transparent about everything.

Earlier in the year, he told me, he had split up with a woman who’d had several other lovers. He only found out when one of the other men let himself into her house while Robin was there, scrambling eggs in her kitchen.

‘It’s been very difficult to accept that I was fooled so easily,’ he admitted. ‘You’re not shady, are you? You’re not living a double life?’

We were walking in Richmond Park in the early evening with binoculars, Robin teaching me basic constellations.

‘No. But don’t forget that I married a man who really did have a double life. And that was only four years ago. So if you’re naive, I’m . . . Actually, I don’t think there’s a word for it.’

Robin glanced sideways at me. ‘It must have been incredibly traumatic.’

I took off the binoculars and handed them to him. ‘I’m fine. Honestly. But I have to say I’m not fine with these offensively heavy binoculars. You should try a pair of surgical loupes. They attach directly to your head and they weigh almost nothing.’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ Robin told the binoculars. They were his grandfather’s 1960 Carl Zeisses and Robin’s favourite ‘workhorses’. ‘You’re very quick to make jokes, Carrie, but I find it hard to believe that time was anything other than awful.’

That silenced me for a moment.

‘You’re right,’ I said, because I wanted no secrets in this relationship. ‘It was. But it’s part of the experience of being human to suffer, isn’t it? I repaired the damage and I moved on. I’m a surgeon, remember.’

He wasn’t having it. ‘But how? How did you just repair the damage when it was all so violent and shocking? It was your wedding day.’

I thought again before replying. ‘My sister made me see a therapist for a while,’ I said. ‘She had some helpful things to say. Then one day I asked her: what’s the formula here? What’s the clinical pathway to healing, in your experience? She said it was a balance between feeling your feelings in a “resourced state” and gently re-engaging with life. But of course she couldn’t tell me precisely how to find that balance, so I went ahead and devised my own formula. I allowed myself set times each day to deal with it, and I focused on being helpful and staying busy the rest of the time. Alongside all the usual self-care stuff. I made a plan and stuck to it, and it hurt for a very long time, but it worked. I healed.’

Robin said nothing. I squeezed his hand.

‘As I said. I’m a surgeon. It’s how my brain works.’

It was the only noteworthy weakness I sensed in him, this anxiety about my previous life, and he only really stopped asking about Johan when I woke him up one morning, six months in, to tell him I loved him. I felt his body relax, right there, in bed.

To my surprise, he asked me to marry him on the spot. To my surprise, I said yes.

It makes sense when I think about it now. Yes, I had fallen in love with him; but I also just wanted a proper husband. A husband who was exactly who he said he was. Someone who’d be there for longer than a few hours.

Robin comes back in from the shed with some of the crémant I buy for Pig Shed guests. ‘No sign of the Geminids yet,’ he says, yawning. ‘I don’t know if I’ll be able to face getting up.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The Geminid meteor shower. It’s happening around two a.m.’ He drops the ice into the glasses. ‘I’m shattered, but this one’s set to be pretty spectacular. What should I do?’

‘I love you, my dear nerd,’ I say, after a pause. ‘Come here.’

‘That’s not an answer.’

‘Would you take any notice if I told you what to do?’

He admits he would not. Then he comes over and kisses me and we hold each other for a few moments, united and content. We have no idea what’s coming, what I’m about to find in an unsuspecting corner of the internet. I am benignly oblivious, as almost all of us are in the moments before our lives change.




Chapter Four

Now: Devon, December 2022

I book my flights to Stockholm while Robin plays with his new camera lens. Life, in that moment, is simple and good.

After paying for the flights I go up to check on Raffy, waking him just enough to take some more salbutamol. Heavy and sleepy, he doesn’t protest. I curl myself around him while he falls quickly back to sleep. I inhale the sweetness of his hair, his oaty breath. ‘I love you,’ I whisper, kissing him.

A few moments later Robin comes up.

‘Are you happy with his breathing?’ he whispers. In the darkness I see the lighter shape of my husband’s arm, feeling around for Raffy’s body.

‘Yes. For now. But I won’t stop checking him.’

Robin’s hand lands gently on his son’s belly. ‘Let me share the burden, Carrie. I might be up for the meteor shower anyway.’

But he knows I won’t. He knows this miserable use of my medical training, this sleepless vigilance, is how I manage the anxiety that sits in the heart of any mother who’s been in NICU watching her child trying to live.

We gently reinsert Maeve’s legs into her bed, because they’re sticking out at ninety degrees. We tuck one of her unicorns under her arm and both of us kiss her. She’s always busy in her sleep, this sweet girl, and her little forehead is always damp with perspiration at night.

We return downstairs and I start searching for accommodation. The fire, which I lit hours ago, murmurs gentle stories in its stove and the fizz is lovely. I allow my gaze to slide off around our sitting room: the bulging, plaster-blown walls, the fireplace lintel with its centuries-old taper burns, the groaning beams.

The main purpose of my trip to Sweden is to go to a conference held by Roof, the competitor to Airbnb that markets our holiday let. Every year, Roof invites all its European hosts to a conference where we learn about everything from specialist insurance to property photography. Normally I don’t go, but this year I was ready. The fact that Yanika Hatziz lives in Stockholm was a bonus.

All of the Roof hosts in Stockholm are offering subsidised rates on their apartments, but they’re still pricey. I look at cheaper options further out and then, on a whim, increase my search area to include the wider archipelago surrounding the city. I once read a novel about a politician staying in a summer house by the Baltic Sea, investigating a suspicious death. I love the idea of a little coastal hideaway.

I immediately fall in love with a little summer house near Trosa but, really, it’s too far out.

And then Robin, who’s been quiet for a while, sends me a booking confirmation for a very trendy-looking hotel in Stockholm, almost next door to the conference venue. He’s paid for it himself: a superking bed and a vast bathtub that I can soak in, alone, no children coming in to scream or drop crisps in my water, no laundry spilling out of the basket or skids in the toilet.

He smiles when I thank him, tells me he wants me to have the most comfortable trip possible, then goes off to load the dishwasher.

Before turning my attention to travel insurance I take one last look at the cabin that caught my eye. It’s beautiful. Stylish and peaceful, photographed by someone who knows how to make a camera sing. There’s a large red pendant light over a big scrubbed table, bunk beds with thick woollen blankets, views straight out over a flat silver sea. I scroll down to read the description, because I love this house.

That’s when I see it. A photo of the host, the name Johan. A mild sensation in my chest: he looks a bit like a Johan I once knew.

I start reading the description. ‘This cabin has been in my family for three generations . . .’

My eyes track back to the photo, because it looks so very much like him that I want a longer look. How novel, I think to myself; how funny. A Johan lookalike, hosting a cabin by the sea near Stockholm.

I reread the name Johan, allow myself to look at the thumbnail photo of a man in a green T-shirt, laughing at something off camera. He looks so much like the man I married. He has longish hair, tied up, and even though the picture is tiny you can see he has knockout blue eyes.

The similarities are actually uncanny.

Suspiciously so.

I move in closer to the computer, zooming as far as I can.

Hollowness spreads rapidly in my chest.

I look away, then back at the screen, and my hand flies up to my mouth as if to stop myself shouting out, because it’s him.

Johan Kullberg. The man I was married to for all of four hours. The man I believed to be my one great love. It’s him.

I don’t sleep.

I stay up all night, staring at Johan’s name on my computer screen, zooming in on the pictures of his house, pressing a hand hard down on my sternum to stop my heart erupting through my chest wall. Disbelief, paralysis. A moth fluttering at the windowsill, bars of moonlight rolling silently across the living table. I make my hourly trips to Raffy’s bedside as if in a dream.

It really is Johan. He got away. He got out of Thailand. And after all he put me through, he never found it within himself to pick up the phone and tell me.

When Robin doesn’t appear at 2 a.m. for the meteor shower, I give in and google Johan’s name.

I made a promise to myself when Robin and I got together that I would never google Johan again. It was disrespectful in a very obvious way to Robin, but it was harmful to me, too. No matter how many times I looked him up, the facts didn’t change, and my despair only grew in scope. Johan had betrayed and then abandoned me. He had put my career at risk and he’d consigned me to years of grief. Google did not hold any information that could change this.

He’s a recently qualified architect, I read. He lives in Stockholm. He has a partner and son. His employer’s self-conscious website says he’d write songs and go running if he had time for hobbies, but for now he’s taking on a broad portfolio of design projects and being a dad.

In the spasm of disbelief at seeing him here, leading a normal life, a thread of anger begins to unspool. He is an architect. A dad. A decent, upstanding family man with aspirations and a network of friends and colleagues. What a great-sounding guy!

The anger spreads like a mould spore. This comfortable new life he’s built for himself, without any thought for me. No email of explanation. No apology. How could he not have told me he’d got away? How am I finding out like this? How?

Google brings up four photos of him. Two from the time before he was dragged off by armed men, reported in the Swedish press: the Johan I married, the smiling, beautiful, free young man, full of tall stories.

One photo of him – thin and ill-looking with what look like blisters, or maybe bruises, on his face – from a Swedish newspaper article in 2016, when he apparently flew back to Sweden to start his life over. I don’t spend much time looking at this one. It’s too painful.

Tears of anger, of humiliation, are gathering. Even if Johan couldn’t find it in his heart to contact me, how could his parents have failed to? Six years have passed since he flew home. Why is it that not one person in that family cared enough to reach out to me?

And how has any of this come about in the first place? We’d been told there was no possibility of him getting out of there alive. What changed?

A tear escapes and runs down my cheek. I read and reread the articles but the Swedish language skills I talked so cheerfully about a few hours ago elude me and I falter, derailed by irrelevant conjugations.

The final picture of him is on the website of his architectural firm. Thoughtful, half-smiling, an expression I once cherished. He’s wearing a T-shirt. He never really loved shirts.

The photo is black and white but I can still see his freckles, the impossible blue of his eyes. He has a beard, something I’ve never been sure about. He is still deceptively beautiful. After all that has happened to him, after all these years, he is still very clearly the sort of man who causes people to stop and stare.

Six years back in the world. Clean water and real food. Freedom, safety. And a child. He has a little boy. A small Johan. I imagine stubby fingernails and wild curls. A stout little bottom, a freckled nose, that same way of seeing beneath someone’s skin. I catch myself smiling, but the shock soon washes back in. There is nothing sweet or redemptive about any of this.

Has he looked me up, stared at pictures of me online, like I am doing now? Does he care?

Abruptly, I close the laptop, stand up, sit down.

I have to remind myself that I wouldn’t have responded even if he had contacted me. The truth is that by the time he somehow escaped the sordid mess he created in Thailand, I was in love with someone else, someone trustworthy and kind. I had rebuilt myself, drawn a line. I would not have allowed Johan anywhere near my life if he’d reached out.

I go upstairs and check on Raffy again. I cuddle him and then I cuddle Maeve and I whisper ‘Sorry,’ into their hair, again and again. I had no business googling Johan. I am a mother. A wife. These two children, these infuriating, noisy, perfect little souls; their dear father, my rock; our draughty old cottage on the southern slopes of the moor – they are what I chose. Not Johan, whoever he really is. I am sickened by my
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