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      Prologue

      London, 1988

      I don’t remember exactly the day we made our pact, but it was Jenny, of course, who came up with the idea. Of the three of
         us, she was the one most likely to make a stand – or get carried away, depending on how you looked at it. Oliver called her
         our ‘hothead’.
      

      We were in our local café, the babies asleep in their pushchairs, when she suddenly looked about her at the neighbouring tables
         as though suspecting eavesdroppers and spoke with hushed urgency:
      

      ‘We should make a promise that we’ll look after each other’s girls. You know … if disaster strikes.’
      

      I looked up from my coffee, a little shocked. ‘Disaster’ struck only other people, didn’t it? People you read about in the
         papers. Nothing was going to happen to us. Next to me, Mariel raised an eyebrow. I’d wait to see what she said, I decided, before replying myself. If Jenny was our
         demonstrator then Mariel was the cool one, the realist.
      

      ‘The chances of both parents getting terminal cancer at the same time are very slim,’ she said, reasonably. ‘Or dying together
         in a plane crash without their child in the seat between them. Believe me, Jen, no one’s going to be an orphan.’
      

      Jenny pulled a face and began grabbing at a handful of her thick red-gold hair, a habit of hers. She’d plait it really tightly
         and then leave it to unravel again over her shoulders. ‘Even if it’s just one parent who dies, then.’ She met Mariel’s eye
         with a determined look. ‘Toby flies all over the place for work, doesn’t he? Isn’t he in the Far East right now?’
      

      ‘Jen!’ Now I was properly shocked, but Mariel just laughed. ‘Well, thanks for that cheery thought. I’ll let my husband know
         he needs to update his life insurance.’
      

      ‘I’m serious, Mariel. These things happen!’

      There was a pause as we all looked at each other. ‘Well, I’m in,’ I said, and they both looked at me, as surprised as I was
         by my sudden earnestness. Whichever ‘one’ of the three of us I was, a chord had been struck and I wasn’t prepared to close
         my ears to it. With Oliver continuing to work silly hours – and drink frightening quantities – I didn’t like the idea of something
         happening to me, and Emma having to be left in the care of a relay team of nannies co-ordinated by his mother or, worse, his
         PA.
      

      ‘Mariel?’ Jen asked.

      Mariel nodded, the wings of her dark bob swinging forward over her cheeks. ‘Of course I’m in. You know I’d do anything for
         the girls.’
      

      ‘It’s a deal, then,’ Jen said, pleased. ‘We’ll wave them off to university together if it’s the last thing we do. Oxford,
         I think. No, Harvard!’
      

      Mariel chuckled at the thought, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to lighten my own mood yet. ‘And they’ll always have each other
         too.’
      

      ‘If it turns out they get on,’ Mariel said, delicately.

      ‘What are you talking about? They will be friends,’ Jenny pronounced sternly, and now I did smile. I knew what they were both thinking, the same as I was: that if our daughters grew to be a fraction as close as we were then they would be lucky girls. They’d be three times as equipped for life, three times as
         protected.
      

      Three times everything.

   
      
      PART ONE

      
      
         ‘… now I am six I am clever as clever
 So I think I’ll be six forever and ever.’

         A. A. MILNE

      

      
   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      London, June 1994

      
      As they came to collect their children from Emma’s sixth birthday party, the mothers asked me where Oliver was. It was a Friday
         afternoon after all, the weekend, and everyone knew that fathers made their own children’s birthday parties, in both senses
         of the word.
      

      
      There was a certain amount of speaking in disbelieving italics to contend with:

      
      ‘He’s not here? Well, what a shame.’
      

      
      Yes.

      
      ‘He must be away for work, then? Some trip he couldn’t get out of?’
      

      
      No, just in his office in town.

      
      ‘And he couldn’t get away? Not even for a couple of hours?’
      

      
      Apparently not.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Ruby Sherwood’s mother Lesley, ‘That’s grounds for divorce if you ask me!’ I noticed with relief that little Ruby was the last to leave.
      

      
      ‘Rach, come and have a drink,’ Mariel called from the living-room doorway. She’d been standing there for a while, I guessed,
         waiting for the right moment to step in and rescue me. ‘The girls have flopped, look!’
      

      
      ‘The girls’ – we even used the term when Cat’s baby brother Jake was present – were lounged across the sofa, party dresses
         puddled beneath them, legs stretched out, pale tights grubby at the soles. Little debutantes calmed at last by the breaking
         of day. Around them were scattered trails of ribbons and streamers, plates of cake crumbs and crumpled napkins. All eyes were
         on the TV screen, however, identically rapt. Disney. Sleeping Beauty, if I wasn’t mistaken.
      

      
      Catherine, Daisy and Emma: inseparable, just as we’d hoped. Cat was in the middle, resting her head on Daisy’s shoulder. I
         thought, as I often had, how her face was a design of both her parents’ in alternate horizontal bands, exactly like one of
         those children’s drawing games in which one body part is sketched and the paper folded down and passed on to the next player,
         until the final figure is revealed in all its incongruity. The brush-thick brown hair was Toby’s – fold – the wide-set hazel
         eyes and delicate nose Mariel’s – fold – the strong mouth and jaw Toby’s – fold – the slender neck and delicate collarbone
         Mariel’s.
      

      
      Daisy was a different kind of hybrid, with Jen’s heart-shaped face and clear, trusting gaze and Bob’s sharper profile. Only
         Emma appeared to be a perfect miniature of one parent, but I knew from photographs of myself at the same age that I had not
         been even half this winning: large blue eyes, the irises like blurred flower heads; cheekbones already defined enough to be
         remarked upon by strangers; her hair a buttery blonde no salon could replicate for adult heads. She’s going to be a beauty,
         everyone said. Impossible to tell, I’d say, careful to hide my pride. In any case, they were all beauties, already; these
         three and every single one of the dancing imps who’d played here today.
      

      
      I turned to follow Mariel into the kitchen where Jen was pouring the dregs of flat champagne into smeared flutes. ‘Leave that,
         I’ll get us something nice to drink.’
      

      
      Past the pool of purple balloons and the leaning tower of unopened gifts, trailing a string of silver from my right ankle,
         I let myself into Oliver’s wine cellar in the basement, the temperature and humidity of which was controlled by some incomprehensible
         device by the door, and picked pot-luck. Back upstairs I found some plain crystal glasses in a cupboard high above infant
         reach.
      

      
      ‘Mmm, this wine is really nice,’ Mariel said, settling on a kitchen stool.
      

      
      Jen grinned. ‘Hey, it’s not something Oliver’s laid down for Emma’s twenty-first, is it?’ She’d adopted a comically pompous baritone and Mariel and I giggled. Only my mother, busy
         at the dishwasher, remained silent and I gave her a look that I hoped communicated that this sort of talk was fun, just a
         little joke, certainly nothing to do with disloyalty.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to join us, Alysa?’ Jen asked her. She hated anyone to be left out. Earlier, I’d heard her asking
         Mum how children’s birthday parties were celebrated in Greece and I’d had to remind myself that at Emma’s age Mum would still
         have been living in her native Santorini. No doubt Jen had hoped for details of feasting and plate-breaking and dancing in
         large circles. But Mum didn’t like to talk about her homeland – unless to give warning of its being ‘cursed’ – and kind, caring
         Jen had been forced to give up trying.
      

      
      ‘Mum, we’re thirsty, we need some juice …’

      
      ‘Ah, the birthday girl herself!’ Emma came for a hug, her head nuzzling my ribs until I squatted to wrap my arms around her
         and bury my nose in that lovely hair, with its scent somewhere between lemons and toffee. I wondered, as I often did, when
         the hugs would peter out and be replaced by sulks and demands for a TV in her bedroom and an ever-larger allowance for clothes.
      

      
      Six. Was she still my little girl? Or was she now a big girl? It was she who had made a landmark of today. Ever since she
         could speak she’d been saying, ‘When I’m six,’ or ‘I want to be six,’ or ‘Six is the best number.’ It wasn’t that she thought life began at six, as older girls might regard sixteen; she didn’t yet
         think in that way. It was more that she thought six was all there was to reach. That A. A. Milne verse the girls loved to
         recite said it perfectly.
      

      
      Now she squeezed away from me and moved towards my mother. ‘Come and watch the film with us, Grandma.’

      
      Mum took Emma’s outstretched hand. ‘All right, love.’

      
      I felt pleasure, as I always did, at demonstrations of their closeness, and gratitude too that my own relationship with my
         mother had benefited from it. Extraordinary, now, to remember our near-silence of years ago when my father had died and we
         had almost allowed ourselves to give up on one another. (At least, I had almost allowed myself to give up on her. Now I had
         Emma I realised that Mum would never have thought to have given up on me.) A stalemate, that was all it had been, and if anyone
         was going to break a stalemate between two adults it was a child.
      

      
      I went to sit for a few minutes too, because I knew Mum liked to have us both together, one on either side of her, just as
         once she’d been flanked by husband and child. She’d had her own parents to herself for much of her childhood so she was happy
         in a three.
      

      
      You two are all I have … She didn’t say it aloud, but I knew it was what she was thinking.

      
      Yes, happy in a three, but alert, too, to its risks.

      
      In the kitchen, Mariel asked me, ‘Where is Oliver? Seriously?’
      

      
      ‘At work, of course. He has some Japanese clients in town. There was never any chance he would make it.’

      
      ‘God, he really knows how to push it, doesn’t he?’

      
      I shrugged. ‘It’s not the end of the world.’

      
      ‘Well, I think you’re very understanding,’ Jen said. She paused to glance at the open door before adding in a whisper, ‘Especially
         after that business with Charlotte.’
      

      
      That business. It was funny, in a way, to describe infidelity as business, especially in the case of Oliver for whom it must have been
         a rare incident of non business. Charlotte had been a graduate trainee, an evidently irresistible transfusion of new blood, and I remembered how
         I’d wept to Mariel and Jen about her, my body needing every morsel of the consolation they offered. But even as I cried I
         was already making my mind up to forgive him.
      

      
      Jen’s eyes glowed angrily. ‘God, if I caught Bob with someone else I’d be like that woman in America, what was her name, something
         Rabbit?’
      

      
      ‘Bobbit? The one who cut off her husband’s penis?’ Mariel giggled. ‘Well, you do have the scalpels to hand, I suppose, being
         a pedicurist. Or does Bob make you keep your tools in the car? I think that might be wise from now on. I don’t want to be
         called as a character witness, thank you very much.’
      

      
      I laughed, enjoying myself, but Jenny wasn’t finished. ‘I think infidelity is just, I don’t know, unforgivable. If you don’t want each other any more, why not just split up?’
      

      
      There was a silence. I caught Mariel’s eye and she bit her lip, a sure sign that she was thinking something of a restricted
         nature. I had an idea what that might be and knew I could count on her to change the subject on my behalf. We’d known each
         other for several years before we’d met Jenny and there were some things – well, one thing, specifically – that I’d told only
         her. Charlotte might have been for the three of us to discuss, that had felt right, but not what had come next.
      

      
      ‘Do you think you and Bob will ever get married?’ she asked Jen in that reasonable tone of hers, honed by years of working
         with NHS patients. What she half-meant, of course, was did Jen think they’d ever split up, and Jen understood this and after
         another cautious look towards the door answered accordingly.
      

      
      ‘He annoys me sometimes, but he is Daisy’s father.’

      
      Mariel nodded. ‘Yes, and if being annoying was a cause for break-up there’d be no couples left.’ That was a typical Mariel
         remark. A by-product of her sureness in her own marriage to Toby was her tolerant line on other, less exemplary unions: infidelity,
         conflict, ‘mini-rebellions’, as she called them, none was insurmountable. Imperfections were not only to be forgiven, but
         also forgotten. Personally, I was a little too inclined to remember.
      

      
      ‘Jen! Hey, darling, what is it?’ All of a sudden Mariel had her arm around Jenny who, to my great surprise, had started to
         cry. I leaned across and closed the kitchen door before moving to her other side. She was plucking furiously at her hair and
         blinking big swollen tears on to her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘It’s just, oh God, this is silly, but it’s just the way he looks at me sometimes. The look on his face, it’s contempt. He seems to find me so much more irritating than he used to. But I’m not doing anything different, I know I’m not.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ I said, ‘of course you’re—’

      
      ‘I’m just so sick of it all,’ she cut in with a sniff. ‘Sick of it!’ She looked beyond me to the polished cabinets and high
         windows of my kitchen. ‘I don’t know, we just seem to work so bloody hard all the time and never get anything out of it.’
      

      
      Gently, Mariel steadied the glass in her hand. ‘You’re exhausted, darling. Why don’t Rachel and I take Daisy this weekend
         and you guys have a night away together?’
      

      
      Jen shook her head. ‘We’re so broke at the moment, we couldn’t afford it. Anyway, I’m honestly not sure I’d want to spend
         a whole weekend on my own with him.’
      

      
      ‘Dinner then,’ I said. ‘Tomorrow night. Or just a drink. Some time on your own, away from the flat. That’s all you need.’

      
      ‘Thank you, that would be good.’ Jen grabbed a pink party napkin from the worktop to wipe her eyes and nose. ‘God, what am
         I doing? I don’t want Daisy to see me like this.’
      

      
      I glanced at the closed door. ‘Don’t worry, they can’t hear a thing. Anyway, they’re too busy being hypnotised by the handsome
         prince.’
      

      
      Mariel looked from Jen to me and smiled. ‘I wonder how long that will last.’
      

      
      Oliver came home at ten, when Emma was asleep and I at least halfway there. Though his mouth spoke of traffic delays, the
         flickering figures of the computer monitor were still in his eyes. His once-fine bone structure was already blurred by a quilting
         of flesh. This, and the fact that his fair colouring seemed recently to have faded to grey, made him look older than he was;
         he could easily have passed for a man ten years older, one of those ageing City boys broken by their bank. As I finished unloading
         the dishwasher I listened to him pad up the stairs – he always did ‘quiet’ in so staged a fashion, like a burglar in his own
         home. Inexperience, you’d call it if you were feeling mean, for any parent involved in the bedtime process knew that their
         kid would sleep through Concorde taking off after a birthday party like today’s.
      

      
      On the counter the wine bottle was empty. Maybe it had been laid down for some other occasion. Poor Oliver. I didn’t know precisely at what point I had begun to participate in
         – encourage, even – my friends’ mockery of my husband, this idea that he could not be offended or, worse, had no right to
         be. I told myself that Jen and Mariel were practically sisters to me, as discreet as they were loyal, and that our remarks
         were no different from those we made about Toby or Bob. But they were. Bob was far too complicated to dismiss so easily, with
         his impatient bursts of temper and passions that drew everyone into their heat: flying kites, drinking real ale, reviving
         classical learning (the last ignited a need so urgent he one day turned up at the children’s school and tried to persuade
         the teacher to let him take them to see the Elgin Marbles, every last one of them, that very moment!). Yes, we despaired of
         Bob, but we never thought to mock him.
      

      
      Toby, on the other hand, had been my friend first, before he or I had met Mariel, and so was exempt from the rule of secondary status by which he might otherwise have been judged. He was never going to be the kind of husband who remained two-dimensional
         in the minds of those who knew the wife better. Oliver, however, was. It wasn’t so unfair a call for that matter, for what
         he chose to present to the other two couples, and these days to me too, was thin enough to be a stereotype, a wine-swilling, double-breasted banker stereotype. I knew what the others thought without
         them having to spell it out: he was one of those people who are likeable enough, you can’t fault them as far as that goes,
         it’s just that you can’t imagine them ever engaged in anything real, like sex or excretion or putting the rubbish out, or,
         evidently, supervising a game of pass the parcel. I knew better, of course. Or at least I once had. And there it was, just
         as he reappeared at the kitchen door: that dangerous, instinctive shift in tense, the very thing I had been working so hard
         to deny.
      

      
      ‘How is she?’ I made an effort to smile properly.

      
      ‘Out for the count.’

      
      I suppressed irritation at the sports metaphor, his favourite form of communication. Stop it, I told myself, this is your
         husband, he has his own quirks and you have yours. Remember that! Did he conceal irritation at me too? Did he wish it didn’t
         all have to be fairies and princesses and love hearts and glitter? Did he wonder if I’d created this pink and purple dominion
         specifically to exclude him? Then I thought, does he ever think like this, putting himself in my place as I do his, and, since
         he probably doesn’t, should I continue to bother?
      

      
      I found an open bottle of white in the fridge and poured him a glass. ‘Well, she’s had a great day. She loves being six.’

      
      ‘Who wouldn’t? She’s not exactly worrying about her next tax bill, is she?’ He dispatched half the wine in silent, open-throated
         gulps. ‘Your mother’s gone home, has she?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, she was an amazing help, did almost everything in the end. All the clearing up. I must send some flowers tomorrow to
         say thanks.’
      

      
      He was looking at me quizzically and I wondered what was wrong with the idea. Mum had been pretty wonderful. Then I realised he was puzzled by my friendliness; he’d been expecting hell and I should, by rights,
         now be giving it to him. I felt a bolt of pure guilt, followed by injustice at being associated with hell when all I’d been
         doing was trying to be a reasonable wife.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’ve had a fucking appalling day,’ he said and gave exactly the type of sigh I was expecting – long and heroic. I called
         it his Odysseus sigh, the one he used when he was the warrior returned, the provider in need of good food and a bed, not a
         night of ‘where the hell d’you think you’ve been?’s from the wife. ‘Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t get back, it’s—’
      

      
      ‘It’s OK,’ I said, noticing that his it’s and mine had synchronised precisely. Did he break off or did I interrupt? It was a form of conversational dovetailing so
         practised by now that it was impossible to know. Marital communication on autopilot: real, sentient people hardly need take
         part. I thought about Jen, weeping in this very room just hours earlier. Well, whatever her troubles with Bob, I couldn’t
         imagine them speaking to each other like this. I put down the tea towel I was holding. ‘I’m going to have a bath, I’m shattered.’
      

      
      I had to remind myself to make contact with him as I passed, lightly placing my hand on his stomach and brushing my shoulder
         against his. And he had to remind himself to acknowledge the gesture, which he did by nodding, moving his lips in my direction
         in a ghost of a blown kiss. That done, we were free to go our separate ways.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      It was a clear, still day and the sounds of the traffic from Pimlico Road seemed oddly magnified. Even with the windows closed
         I couldn’t seem to block my ears to them.
      

      
      ‘Rachel,’ said my manager Simon in his best office tones, ‘have you got a second?’

      
      I looked up dutifully from my files by the window. Knowing Simon privately as I did, I had come to find this professional
         persona of his comical. By his side stood an expressionless young girl in black trousers and a grey silk shirt.
      

      
      ‘I want to introduce you to our new picture assistant, Harriet. Would you mind showing her the ropes?’

      
      I did mind, as it happened. I only worked part time and had little to spare, especially if I wanted to pop out in my lunch
         hour to get any shopping I needed for the holidays. But Simon wasn’t receptive to my signals and I was duly saddled. I would
         have to work late to catch up. Luckily it was Jen’s turn to pick up the girls from school today, a task that included getting
         their tea and helping with homework.
      

      
      It had happened quite naturally that she, Mariel and I had come to manage our affairs as one family, during the school week
         at least. Work schedules were complicated: I worked three days a week as a picture researcher for a small art publisher, an extra morning here and there if someone was on holiday;
         Jen, a freelance pedicurist, mobilised as and when her clients demanded; Mariel, coming to the end of her maternity leave
         with Jake, was a dispensing chemist in a local health centre, usually working Monday to Thursday.
      

      
      At the thought of Cat’s baby brother my mood lifted. Of course I would help the new girl. This was probably her first job;
         she would be feeling nervous.
      

      
      I beamed. ‘OK, Harriet, let’s get some coffee and I’ll show you where everything lives. After that, why don’t you just shadow
         me and I’ll explain what I’m doing as I go?’
      

      
      I organised for her to be equipped with a phone and a Mac and some stationery and a coffee mug, showed her how to log in each
         transaction on the master file, locate and update agency contact details, label in-house transparencies and mark up copies
         of published books. Then I saw her notice the photograph on my desk.
      

      
      ‘That’s my daughter, Emma. On her sixth birthday a few weeks ago.’

      
      Harriet’s eyes glazed rather than rolled, but the message was the same: she hadn’t asked, so why was I telling? I must be
         one of those obsessed mothers she’d heard about whose mission it was to work the subject of her child into any conversation,
         however unwelcome. I tried not to sigh. She was hard work, this Harriet. Damn Simon. Lately he always seemed to be singling
         me out for this sort of thing. I sometimes wondered if he was punishing me; other times I saw that what he was actually doing
         was keeping me in his sight – and himself in mine – and hoping the pendulum might swing once more in his favour. I pictured
         his face, just a few weeks earlier, when I had told him we had to end things. (‘Things’, so prosaic a euphemism!)
      

      
      ‘Why?’ he’d asked.

      
      ‘You know why. I’m married. It should never have started.’ Even as I spoke I felt I was demeaning him by trotting out such clichés,
         and demeaning myself for my reason for having started it in the first place. Oliver and Charlotte. A classic tit for tat,
         except I had succeeded in keeping mine secret.
      

      
      I picked up a file marked Miscellaneous and handed it to the girl. ‘Do you want to have a look through these transparencies
         and have a go at identifying them?’
      

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      How old was she? I wondered. Twenty-one or -two? Still a child. I found my thoughts wandering not to the memory of myself
         at her age but to my imaginings of Emma grown up. Would she have this same passive air of superiority? Would she be attracted
         to a quiet, bookish job like mine or would she be an adventurer, a risk taker? Whenever I started this sort of thinking, it
         rushed on and on until I was virtually in a daze, every inch the obsessed mother Harriet had been cautioned to avoid. Would
         Emma be as keen to reach twenty-six as she had been six? Who would she love? And hate? Would she know she could trust me for
         advice or would she do all she could to avoid telling me the smallest thing, as I had my mother, for fear of the killjoy sigh,
         the withdrawal of permission? What was going to happen to her? Please, tell me!

      
      Simon sloped up, his eyes barely grazing Harriet as they sought mine: ‘How’s it going over here? I thought I might take you
         both out for lunch.’
      

      
      ‘God, is it that time already?’

      
      Harriet raised her chin with sudden enthusiasm. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but Simon looked good today. He had dark hair curling
         long over his eyes, a smile that promised rather than reflected amusement, and a casual, thrown-together personal style that
         made him look a little rock-starish. I knew him to be the good boy, of course, the son of a schools inspector, never happier
         than with his head in a book, but here and now, to a twenty-one-year-old new girl, he was every inch the rogue.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘but I’ve got so much to do. I haven’t had a chance to prepare for our meeting at three o’clock …’

      
      Harriet looked down, disappointed. Already with his back to her, Simon added to me in an undertone, ‘You look stressed, Rach.
         How about a quick drink after work?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, but I need to get straight off. I’ve arranged to go out with Jen and Mariel …’ I trailed off, not adding our partners’
         names and not quite knowing why. I wondered if it was ever going to be the same with Simon again.
      

      
      ‘Fine.’ He raised his eyebrows and turned away, running fingers through his curls.

      
      Harriet followed his progress, her eyes returning to find mine with, it seemed to me, the first bud of interest in me detectable
         thus far.
      

      
      ‘How long have you worked here, then?’
      

      
      I smiled, ready to dismiss her earlier apathy as shyness. ‘Almost ten years, but with a break in the middle …’ It had been
         important to come back, or so I’d been told. It did all sorts of good: kept my brain ticking over, set an example to Emma
         that women were not subjugated stay-at-homes, earned me my own money. And it was my own, too, every penny, for one of the benefits of Oliver’s super-earning was his lack of interest in the money I took home. He was perfectly happy for it to be kept in a separate account for a rainy day, while our joint account funded
         all conceivable expenses. I barely remembered it, dipped into it only for presents for him, surprises that I didn’t want him
         to be able to price simply by looking at his own credit card statement.
      

      
      Harriet was looking at me open-jawed. ‘You’ve been at Pendant ten years? So how old are you then, Rachel?’
      

      
      ‘Thirty-two.’

      
      She looked astounded, as if I’d said a hundred and thirty-two. ‘God, you don’t look that old, nothing like it!’

      
      I laughed, genuinely amused. ‘Oh, ten years goes by very quickly, Harriet, take my word for it.’
      

      
      We arranged to meet at the pub on the corner of Hampstead Heath, the one with the vast park of a beer garden that was deserted
         in winter, crammed in summer. It was early June and the hum of traffic blotted but not quite obliterated the evening birdsong.
         The sky, deepening into indigo above, was still yellow at the horizon. It could have been dawn. I thought of something Oliver
         had said to me once on holiday somewhere, before Emma, as we lay by the ocean and let the breeze drift right through us like
         sleep. ‘I like the sky when you can’t tell if the sun is setting or rising,’ he said. ‘Like when you’re little and you have
         to ask your parents if it’s morning yet.’
      

      
      I felt that now, not knowing whether the liquid feeling in my abdomen was nostalgia or anticipation: a city feeling. I’d grown
         up in London and, though considered by some to be a fastidious sort of person, in truth I’d never much minded the dirty hair
         and the black snot from travelling on the tube, the cigarette smoke in my clothes and the traffic that coughed exhaust fumes
         on to my bare legs. Walk on a little and there would always be tall trees swinging against the sky, and someone – Bob probably
         – would have heard an owl or spotted a pair of fox cubs.
      

      
      That evening we were, as agreed, just the adults. Babysitters tended our lambs at a surprisingly diverse range of hourly rates
         and, once it had been established who was drinking, driving, smoking or phoning, Bob announced, ‘OK, guys, no talking about
         the kids.’ He had a tendency to dominate, and it wasn’t because he was tall and powerfully built or, as psychologists found
         more interesting, short and easily overlooked, or in fact anything to do with his physical appearance, for he looked fairly
         ordinary. Medium height, stoutish, friendly faced. He was just that kind of man: eldest son, raised to lead. The stronger
         the personality encountered, the greater his need to bring its owner into line.
      

      
      He and Jen must have been arguing because they had first pick of the seating and conspicuously took opposite ends of the long
         rectangular table. Mariel was opposite Jen, Toby and I faced one another in the middle, and Oliver, appearing now with a tray
         of drinks, took the last available seat opposite Bob.
      

      
      ‘Here we go, who was the vodka and tonic?’ He slapped the plastic tray on to the table, slopping beer and causing hands to
         shoot forward in assistance, and I couldn’t help sighing with irritation. Oliver looked briefly at me, as if to say, ‘Give
         me a break, won’t you,’ and I looked away. It was partly what events like this were for, these orchestrated get-togethers
         over dinner or drinks, the opportunity to assess each other in couple formation, to see if this week’s sum was greater or
         lesser than its parts. Did the others drive back saying, ‘I give them another year, tops,’ or, ‘It can’t be good for Emma,
         all that repressed hostility’? But, spilled drinks notwithstanding, when I looked once more at my husband’s face, with its
         gentle, careworn expression, I didn’t think I felt hostility. In fact, seeing him set about engaging Bob in work talk (a known
         conversational black hole), I was grateful. He knew I didn’t see enough of Toby and would want to focus on him; he was still thinking of me.
      

      
      ‘How’s your work, Tobe?’

      
      Toby shrugged. ‘The usual. I had a focus group cancelled this evening, thank God. Otherwise I’d be finding out at this very
         moment whether people will accept the same low-density offal chocolate product for a significantly higher price if it’s been
         broken into bits and wrapped in cheap gold paper.’
      

      
      I grinned. ‘My guess is yes.’

      
      ‘Mine too.’

      
      ‘Surely that’s good enough for the client?’

      
      ‘Er, possibly not. I have a feeling they may be looking for a fuller debrief.’

      
      He’d been going to ‘get out’, poach the best assistants from the slave owners he worked for and start his own consultancy,
         but since Jake came along the scheme hadn’t been mentioned nearly as frequently. One child meant responsibility, plans on
         hold, two meant sacrifice, plans abandoned.
      

      
      ‘What are you working on?’ he asked me.
      

      
      ‘A book about Florence. It’s called The Athens on the Arno.’
      

      
      ‘The title sounds a bit misleading, if you don’t mind me saying.’

      
      ‘I know, but Simon’s determined to keep it.’

      
      Toby grinned. ‘How is Simon?’
      

      
      ‘Fine, same as ever really.’ I glanced quickly at Oliver, guzzling beer as he listened to Bob’s harangue about something or
         other.
      

      
      Toby straightened his face. ‘So, the book, go on. Lots of pictures, obviously. Are you going out there to shoot?’

      
      ‘No, not enough money in the budget, apparently. That seems to be the way it is now. A shame. I want to go anyway, though.
         Reading the manuscript made me realise I haven’t been to Florence since college. Maybe Oliver and I can go on our own in the
         autumn.’
      

      
      ‘Not that easy with kids,’ Toby agreed. ‘I can’t see them wanting to traipse around the Uffizi for long.’

      
      ‘It’s the queuing that’s the killer,’ I said.

      
      ‘Yeah, I’m afraid it’s the Algarve for a good few years for us. Maybe with a break for Disneyworld some time. You’ll like
         that, Rach, lots of nice high rollercoasters.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t, my hands are sweating just thinking about it.’

      
      Mine weren’t the only ones, apparently, for I could sense a rise in body temperature next to me and when I turned I saw that
         Bob was bucking with impatience. Oh dear, had Toby and I broken his rule? Then I gathered that Jen and Mariel had been discovered
         to be murmuring about children too, and not only those at home in bed but future ones. What heresy! The notion that family
         planning could be more interesting than the stories of work, work, work that consumed the rest of the table!
      

      
      Seeing Jen’s face, a marriage of frustration and guilt, I wondered how much Bob had overheard, for the question was sure to
         have come up, it always did when she talked to Mariel or me: a second baby. She and I had discussed this over and over, despairing
         at our separate, and oddly opposing, dilemmas. Financially, Oliver and I could have had more children, and Lord knew we had
         never intended Emma to be an only child. As one myself I’d had first-hand experience of the boredom that counteracted all
         that extra attention. But there had been two miscarriages, a false alarm or two and then tests revealed that I was unlikely
         to conceive again.
      

      
      Jen and Bob, meanwhile, could do it biologically, but there was that question of money. I had always suspected their arrangements
         to be more hand to mouth than pride allowed them to let on. Rents were rising in our part of town, they’d never been able
         to raise the deposit to buy, nor had they been thrown a rope by parents or other relatives. Offers of a loan from us were
         dismissed out of hand. Money didn’t matter, I knew that, but it was impossible for me to say that and unlikely that Jen would
         believe me anyway. I worried for her. She was only thirty years old, after all, why should someone else be allowed to tell
         her that her fertility ended here?
      

      
      Noticing Bob’s expression, Toby wagged his finger at Mariel and Jen, an indulgent teacher about to separate two schoolgirls
         caught giggling in assembly. ‘Come on, ladies, there’s more to life than babies.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’d hope,’ Bob added. It was possible he’d meant it humorously but it came out with an unpleasant edge. I felt like kicking his shin
         under the table, an option all the more tempting when I noticed him look to Oliver for an ally in his ridiculous campaign.
         He respected and begrudged my husband’s financial success – and therefore his opinion generally – in equal measure.
      

      
      ‘Steady on, mate,’ Toby was saying, his frown friendly, the practised moderator.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Oliver spluttered. ‘Come on, Bob, it’s a bit late in the day to say we can’t “bring up” the kids.’
      

      
      ‘Oliver, that’s the kind of pun I get from Toby,’ Mariel said, ‘I’d expect something a bit more sophisticated from you.’ As
         she smirked at him he looked exactly like a schoolboy being scolded by a particularly sexy female teacher. Even Bob was distracted.
      

      
      ‘More alcohol, vicar?’ Toby said, standing.

      
      ‘Same again,’ Oliver said instantly. He’d brightened noticeably since the walk over here when he’d complained of tiredness.
         But that had been before he’d had his first drink. I’d been aware of whisky chasers with the last round of Guinness too, but
         that was usual on these evenings, with last orders and taxis home never far away. Just as you started to relax someone said
         it was ten to eleven and the night almost over. But the usualness of the evening was what I loved most. The usual conversation
         about how we women must take ourselves off for a night or two and pamper ourselves, really relax; they could cope, of course they could. The usual plan (and the one more likely to be realised) of a bachelor-style
         daytime drinking session, long overdue, got to be done.
      

      
      ‘What about you, Ollie?’ Bob said, raising his voice. ‘Fancy the football next Saturday? The Half Moon’s just got satellite,
         y’know.’
      

      
      Oliver, in the habit of responding to invitations without checking with me first, said yes, that sounded like a fine idea.
         He would probably turn up too. He often took people up on social initiatives, though he never made them. This was better than
         complete withdrawal, it was true, but didn’t it also mean that once your own enthusiasm had slackened the pair of you were
         doomed? I decided to bury the thought before it could grow. No one was doomed, least of all me. I looked at my empty glass and at the others still to be collected by the overworked staff. I must be drunk.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Jen said, ‘if you’re doing that, we could take the kids to the city farm.’ Her voice took on an edge of its own as
         she sought Bob’s eye across the table. ‘Is it OK to say their names now, Bob?’ She enunciated them deliberately, one by one: ‘Daisy,
         Cat, Emma, Jake …’
      

      
      We all looked at Bob, faces betraying varying degrees of amusement.

      
      ‘Of course it is,’ he huffed. ‘What are you on about?’ and returned to his pint.

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Mariel always said that everything you needed to know about Oliver could be learned in a single five-minute conversation with
         his father Donald about his grandfather Frank. Frank Freeman had been a known bully who, when required by the dentist to have
         his decaying teeth replaced with false ones, had insisted his wife have her healthy set removed alongside him. He died of
         a stroke at fifty-five and the longsuffering Lynn scandalised their Hampshire village by throwing a rock at the coffin and
         yelling, ‘I hope you rot in hell, you swine.’ She then proceeded to drink herself into the grave next to him.
      

      
      My father-in-law was Frank and Lynn’s only child and had been raised in appropriately singular style. As a schoolboy he was
         given garden snails in his lunchbox and encouraged to sleep on school nights in his school uniform, knotted tie and all. Punishment
         was a beating with the buckle end of a belt, reward the dog-end of a cigarette to puff on. The subsequent relief of an escape
         to boarding school was marred somewhat by the discovery, on his first return, that Frank had eaten his pet rabbit.
      

      
      Donald never recovered from his loveless beginnings, nor tired of recounting them. Emma would listen to his tales with exactly
         the same fascinated horror she did the stories of Hansel and Gretel or Rumpelstiltskin. Had he been a video, I would have
         turned him off and put him away until she was older. Meanwhile his wife Rosemary handled her husband’s legacy of dysfunctions
         in the same way Lynn had the originals: I struggled to remember a time when her veins were not awash with London Gin. When
         not holding forth on her early career as a stage actress (‘glory’ days, she called them, ‘salad’ days, ‘hey’-day – any day
         but the present), she would interrupt other people with observations about Oliver’s childhood habits, observations that would
         be repeated dozens of times over the course of a weekend, inciting Donald to say with increasing impatience, ‘Don’t talk rubbish,
         woman!’ We had a photograph of the two of them sitting together in our garden, large drinks on the table in front of them,
         both talking, neither listening.
      

      
      With a new generation of Freeman children, the punishments and eccentric feeding styles were mercifully left behind, but the
         family weakness for hard liquor was not. Even before I met Oliver at university I knew of his reputation for drinking, or
         at least that of his set, the most glamorous on campus by some way. This was a group for whom off-site apartments were provided
         by parents and entry into societies noted for unspeakable debauchery a principal reason for their enrolling in the first place.
         Oliver was the blond, pale-eyed Sebastian Flyte of the group, glamorous and hard-living, and his following among the female
         student body was substantial enough for me to be discouraged from getting anywhere near him. But I was aware of his allure,
         everyone was.
      

      
      Afterwards he moved straight into the City and surrendered himself unconditionally to the 1980s. By the time I bumped into
         him again he’d risen to Client Director level and already had the pink eyes and soft belly of the professionally blotto. It
         was a Thursday. We each had our sights on the last remaining table in my regular work bar just off Sloane Square.
      

      
      ‘Hey, I remember you,’ Oliver said, pleased with himself, and with that one line he resurrected all my old feelings of illicit
         admiration.
      

      
      ‘I remember you too,’ I said, raising an eyebrow, older now and more daring.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t we share,’ he said, indicating the table, ‘we’ve got enough seats for when the others arrive.’

      
      And so it was that Oliver, as he crowed the morning after we first made love, blew the ‘others’ – his on-off girlfriend Melissa
         and my new boss Simon – right out of the water. It had not taken long to win me with that blend of entitlement and vulnerability.
         The tribulations of his past, related with a wryness that could only mask genuine damage, only confirmed my notion that he
         was a different sort of creature from any I’d known before.
      

      
      Stroking the socket of my left eye with his thumb, almost as though wiping away tears, Oliver said, ‘I never noticed it at
         college but you look a bit like Faye Dunaway, don’t you? A young her, I mean.’
      

      
      ‘I think you might be getting carried away,’ I said, embarrassed. ‘I guess it’s my wide face …’

      
      ‘Great cheekbones,’ he corrected. ‘And the whole icy blonde look …’

      
      ‘Highlights, you mean?’ I’d never taken compliments well, knew I was being ungracious even as I rebuffed them. ‘Anyway, my
         nose is longer than hers. I have Greek blood, diluted.’
      

      
      He smiled. ‘From what I know of the Greeks it’s a hard blood to dilute.’

      
      I would learn that Oliver tended to speak about other nationalities – particularly those he encountered in business – in curt,
         military terms: ‘We’re getting stick from the Japs’ top brass’; ‘Let’s see what the Yanks have to say about that.’ It was
         all just a shade away from Dad’s Army. The sports references, his other tendency, were naturally complementary.
      

      
      The 1980s was a vibrant time to be starting out in working life and Oliver was riding the kind of yuppie wave that was regarded
         with such resentment by those still standing boardless on the shore. Money flowed in from the world’s markets in great tides. To me, career success made perfect sense of my husband. In my romantic view, he’d been cast out by an uncaring family
         and found a new family in his colleagues. And in me, of course.
      

      
      Friends thought of us as an odd couple; me cultured, him coarse, though that was simplifying things a bit. In reality there
         was a kind of symmetry in our coming together: I’d swapped the religious guidance of a father for the financial protection
         of a husband, while Oliver had left a godless home to make money his religion. We were not so dissimilar. And we were happy
         too, in those early days, as happy as any Freeman couple might have expected to be.
      

      
      ‘Five more minutes, Mum, please!’
      

      
      Emma was delaying lights-out as usual, hoping this would be one of those occasions, usually a work day, when I might be willing
         to play along. It was. I sat on the edge of her bed and traced my fingers over the letters of the alphabet embroidered on
         to her duvet cover – satin stitch – and she seized the opportunity to ask more questions about the school holidays. The end
         of term was only a week away. She was tired, though not as tired as she tended to be at the same stage of the autumn term,
         which seemed to hit the children harder. Then, two further terms loomed, but by the summer it was all over, what with the
         six weeks’ holiday ahead, a long stretch indeed in short lives.
      

      
      This year we were going to visit Donald and Rosemary, newly retired in France, overlapping for a weekend with Oliver’s sister
         Gwen and her husband and their two boys, before driving on to a villa near Nice for ten days on our own. Clothes shopping,
         a Beatrix Potter exhibition and cinema outings were planned for the days between term breaking up and our departure for France.
         There’d be pizza and strawberry milk and games in the garden, a renewed closeness between us after the term-time separation.
      

      
      I ran my right index finger over the raised stitching of the E. ‘Don’t forget, you’ve got your school trip to Kew Gardens tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘I’ve got you all your favourites for your packed lunch.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      
      It was Flower Week at school and the girls’ class were going on a trip to see a big smelly flower at Kew. Miss Morrissey,
         their teacher, had even promised individual portraits with the gargantuan stamen (an ambitious pledge if ever I’d heard one).
      

      
      ‘And you have to wear your uniform, do you, or is it own clothes?’

      
      ‘Uniform, I told you.’ She loved this pretence we’d developed that I was forgetful and in need of her reassurance in all kinds of practical
         matters. Girls did it naturally, bossing and fussing and shepherding; Cat, Daisy, Emma, all three of them loved to look after
         us, brush our hair, serve us snacks, correct our mistakes, demonstrate The Right Way.
      

      
      ‘Are you looking forward to seeing the funny flower?’ I asked.

      
      ‘It’s not a funny flower, it’s called a titan arum. That’s Latin, you know. Miss Morrissey said.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, is it?’

      
      ‘Not Greek, like Grandma Alysa speaks.’

      
      That was an interesting thing for her to say. I had spent almost two decades in the same house as my mother and had heard
         her speak Greek only a handful of times. ‘Grandma Alysa doesn’t speak Greek very often though, does she?’ I asked casually,
         careful not to appear to interrogate. The girls were wise to that and would zip up straight away.
      

      
      Emma considered. ‘She taught us numbers, me and Cat.’

      
      ‘Did she? I didn’t know that.’

      
      ‘Yes.’ Pause. ‘It was really hard. Eno, thio, tria. Harder than French. Un, deux, trois …’
      

      
      ‘Well, what a grown-up girl you are these days, speaking three languages.’
      

      
      ‘And the Latin words, remember. That’s four.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, clever you. Now, time to sleep. You can count your sheep in whichever language you like.’

      
      It was a hot evening, the clouds had collected over the city in dense feather pillows, and I pulled down the top sash to let
         some air into the room. Then I picked up a few story books from the rug and returned them to their shelf, collected the stray
         hairbands and slides for the basket on top of the chest of drawers and adjusted the dimmer for the dusky light she liked for
         falling asleep.
      

      
      ‘Is Daddy home yet?’ Emma asked, already sleepier.

      
      ‘No, not yet, and he’ll be gone before you wake up. He has to go to Paris tomorrow. But he’ll be back for the weekend.’

      
      ‘OK.’

      
      ‘Night, pea.’

      
      ‘Night, Mummy.’

      
      I went back later, as I always did, to turn off the light and check she was asleep, staring into the gloom for a second or
         two before finding the shape of her face at the edge of the mattress. I marvelled at the sculptured beauty of her infant features,
         eyelashes still long over the cheek, mouth soft and unsuspecting, form and proportion designed by nature to inspire gentleness
         in those who were stronger. And that skin, so silken and pale, the most precious fabric on earth. And I thought, as all parents
         do, if not every day then certainly most, She is mine, this amazing little creature is mine.
      

      
      I stood in the doorway, longer than usual, just watching.

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      On Friday afternoons we always met the girls from school together and took them to the little Hungarian café for hot chocolate
         and cakes. The gate of Moss Hamlet School on a Friday was where the working week ended, it was our rule (though not one we
         thought necessary to share with the men, who we’d trained to imagine our every waking hour as some sort of Big Top juggling
         act). Friday afternoons were the ones you remembered when you grew up, Jen said; no one remembered who’d picked them up on
         a Tuesday.
      

      
      Today the older classes were already out when we arrived, trooping by in a chest-high parade of royal blue and gold. Mariel
         wasn’t keen on the blue, she said it reminded her of a Conservative Party conference, but I liked it because it brought out
         the colour of Emma’s eyes. Navy at birth, they had been poised to turn brown, but instead faded slightly and settled. The
         process reminded me of oil paint drying a tone or two lighter than the colour squeezed fresh from the tube. For that pretty
         blue and her long flirtatious lashes she’d been nicknamed ‘peacock’, then after a while, when we were tired of the reminders
         that she was technically peahen, we just called her ‘pea’.
      

      
      ‘Everything all right with Bob?’ I asked Jen.

      
      She nodded. ‘Sorry about the other night. He was being a right idiot.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be silly,’ Mariel said. ‘He was exactly the same as he always is.’

      
      ‘He’s always an idiot, then?’ Jen laughed, merrily enough for Mariel and me to exchange a relieved look.

      
      ‘Thank God it’s almost the end of term,’ Mariel said, adjusting the parasol over Jake, who sat propped forward in his pushchair,
         fascinated as usual by the sight of the older children. ‘Where are they?’
      

      
      ‘They’re not back from Kew yet. Look, the minibus isn’t in the car park. Must be stuck in traffic,’ I sighed. ‘You know what
         Fridays are like.’
      

      
      ‘Every day,’ said Jen. She was the nearest we had to an environmentalist and Mariel and I had been witness to much soul searching
         when she had finally bought herself a car for work. Before that she had hauled her equipment around from client to client
         on the bus. I watched with amusement now as she looked up at the sky as though confident of some ungodly smog, but it was
         clean and blue and fresh, perfect weather for a summer school trip. ‘What’s everyone doing this weekend?’
      

      
      As Mariel began describing to us the mysterious structure Toby had promised to make using only tent pegs and bubble wrap,
         the word ‘accident’ registered on some faint, subterranean level. Distractedly, my mind sifted images of spilled drinks, wet
         beds, careless pushes, until I saw, with confusion, that the head teacher Mrs Wilkes was rushing down the school’s main corridor
         towards the glass doors in front of us. In the two years Emma had attended Moss Hamlet I had never seen this woman rush; rushing
         was not permitted, though hurrying was (how a small child could make the distinction was anyone’s guess). But here she was,
         tearing out as though chased by wolves and coming to a stop just short of Jake’s pushchair. She opened her mouth and paused.
         I had a sudden sense that what she was going to say would change everything.
      

      
      ‘Everyone, can you all hear me? I’ve just heard that the bus has been involved in an accident on its way back from Kew.’
      

      
      ‘What?’
      

      
      At once, twenty or more mothers gathered around, panic catching like a ball passed from one to the next. One voice raised
         itself above the others, ‘Is anyone hurt?’ and the collective sucking in of breath was audible.
      

      
      Mrs Wilkes hesitated. ‘We’re not sure yet.’

      
      That means yes, I thought, numbly, yes there are injured children, yes, Emma is one of them.

      
      ‘Fucking hell!’ Jenny cried and no one cared that there might still be infants within earshot. ‘Where are they?’

      
      With reluctance Mrs Wilkes named a junction about ten minutes’ drive away and without staying to hear her out the parents,
         some carrying babies or toddlers, raced for their cars. I had come on foot, conscious of a few new pounds that needed to be
         lost before the summer holidays, and Mariel lived close enough to walk, so we automatically followed Jenny to her beat-up
         old Alfa parked in the next street. It took an age to get Jake out of his buggy and into the back of the car, where Mariel
         murmured to him and tried to coax him to sleep. I wish he were mine, I thought, irrationally, then I could concentrate all
         conscious thought on him and not let myself imagine what might happen in ten minutes’ time, what might already have happened.
      

      
      Jen turned the key in the ignition, ground the gears and stalled. Her knees were jerking and I could see the muscle in her
         throat convulse, as though keeping down bile.
      

      
      ‘Let’s stay calm, Jen, I’m sure they’ll be all right. A big bus like that …’

      
      ‘But it doesn’t have seatbelts, does it?’ Mariel said in a whisper from behind. So she was imagining too.

      
      ‘They say you know,’ said Jenny to the windscreen as we pulled off, ‘in your bones, when something awful has happened. But
         I don’t have that feeling, do you?’
      

      
      I didn’t answer straight away. What of that sense I’d had, some kind of whispered warning, before Mrs Wilkes had even registered
         in my eye line? Wasn’t that knowledge? And what about this weird creeping numbness I was feeling in my upper body? Jenny’s was responding with nervous spasms,
         but mine seemed to be shutting down. ‘No,’ I said, as firmly as I could. ‘I don’t either.’
      

      
      ‘Then that’s a good sign.’

      
      She fumbled with the radio controls but got to the local station just too late. ‘That’s the traffic news at three forty-five,
         Friday the twelfth of July. Now back to you, Steve, for more feelgood favourites …’
      

      
      I noticed the car phone between us. ‘Can we ring anyone? How can we get more information?’

      
      ‘I’ll try Bob.’ Bob had just started working as a graphics engineer for a local TV network near Euston, but when finally located,
         he knew less than we did. The fear in his voice echoed around the car. ‘I’m leaving right now,’ he shouted. ‘Meet you there
         in ten minutes. Don’t panic.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what Rachel says as well,’ Jenny shouted back, braking abruptly. ‘God, this traffic is horrendous.’

      
      ‘Well, if they’ve hit another car they can’t have been going very fast.’ He hung up and the three of us sat at a red light
         for a moment listening to each other breathing.
      

      
      ‘I’m scared,’ Mariel said simply from the back seat.

      
      At this, Jenny stiffened beside me. Mariel was the cool one, not just of the three of us, but of all womankind, that’s what Jen was thinking. If Mariel used words like ‘scared’, what hope was there for the rest of us? And then the words of the pact came back to me from long
         ago: We should make a promise … if disaster strikes. No one’s going to be an orphan, that’s what Mariel had said. But we’d never discussed what we’d do if it were not one of us, but one of them.
      

      
      ‘I’ll call Oliver.’ I had to think for a moment to remember his office number. It had been a while since I’d phoned him at work and when I finally located his assistant Vanessa I found that
         I didn’t know what to say, was absurdly self-conscious speaking in front of Jenny and Mariel. Why do I care what people think
         of our relationship when Emma could be lying injured in the road? Get on with it! My voice rose: ‘Tell him he must come to the school, he must come to the school. It’s an emergency.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell him just as soon as I can,’ Vanessa said, in the bright, placatory tones of one who intends doing nothing of the
         sort. For as long as I could remember she had treated me as some sort of subversive influence, reminding me in all but words
         that on her watch, if not on my own, Oliver’s word was law.
      

      
      ‘Silly cow,’ Mariel murmured. I felt her fingers brush my upper arm.

      
      ‘He knows where the school is, right?’ Jenny asked me. There was no teasing tone now, it was a serious question.

      
      ‘Yes, he’s been there before, d’you remember? On their first day.’

      
      But Jenny didn’t hear, just began intoning under her breath, ‘They’ll be fine, they’ll be fine …’ over and over, until she
         interrupted herself with a shout, ‘Jesus, look at this!’
      

      
      We’d reached the point of total deadlock. The road ahead was closed and a diversion in the process of being set up by traffic
         police, overdressed for the season in thick black jackets, their fluorescent green panels flashing as they moved in the sun.
         Jen was right, we were as close as we were going to get from this approach. The crisp air of the playground had given way
         to a swirl of exhaust, car horns and music as drivers around us opened their windows and sun roofs and settled in for another
         Friday delay.
      

      
      ‘Is this all because of the accident, d’you think?’ Jenny asked. But I couldn’t answer any more. One more reassuring remark
         and I knew I would surrender to the terror.
      

      
      ‘Let’s get out and walk,’ Mariel said. ‘I’m not waiting.’

      
      Jenny revved the car on to the kerb and half into someone’s driveway. As the cars behind us barped in objection, we got out
         and began running. Mariel carried Jake in her arms, ignoring his protests at the unusually violent rhythm. Jenny was in flip-flops
         and I could hear the smack of rubber against heel echoing against the walls of the high-rise to our left. I was worried she
         might stumble.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God, look!’

      
      We saw the bus before anything else: on its side, beached and lifeless, its nose squashed, comic-book style, the windscreen
         missing but for the teeth of crystallised glass around the edges. It had evidently collided with a car, now some distance
         away and lying on its roof, some sort of hatchback – red body, black undercarriage like an upended ladybird – and at least
         one of these two vehicles had also made contact with the central divider, judging by all the gashed metal and damaged stone.
         Beyond stood a bank of ambulances and police cars, uniformed figures scurrying from vehicle to vehicle.
      

      
      Joining a small crowd at the nearest stretch of cordon, we craned to see the bus’s interior: it was empty, there was no smoke,
         no evidence of fire damage and most of the seats looked untouched. They must all be safely out, then, but where? Jenny ducked
         under the barrier and grabbed at an approaching officer. ‘Please, can you help us! What happened?’
      

      
      ‘Would you mind stepping back behind the tape, madam.’ His manner was cool, but his eyes looked unconvinced by his own voice.

      
      ‘I will not!’ Jen cried. ‘Our daughters were in that bus. We need to get through and find them! Where are they? Tell us!’

      
      He ushered us away from the tape and towards the pavement before saying, ‘OK, I’ll find someone to come and talk to you’ and
         hurrying away, but the few steps we’d taken had brought us within range of voices, unmistakably infant voices, sweet and piping.
         We could even hear a cry or two of ‘Mummy!’ Now I saw the group of gingham-checked girls and short-trousered boys, further down the road beyond the ambulances, gathered on
         the only patch of green in sight. Jen and Mariel were already dashing towards them and I didn’t know why I wasn’t going too,
         why I was dipping instead under the tape and following that young, scared officer, the one who leaned now into the driver’s
         seat of a police car and spoke into a radio transmitter:
      

      
      ‘Yep, one, plus the driver of the car, nine injured. What? Nah, both on impact. Yep, closed now, northbound. It’s still moving
         south, only just, mind. Yep, all right, will do …’
      

      
      My body shuddered at that emotionless voice, that flat, matter-of-fact ‘Yep’, while my brain took the information and attacked
         it. ‘One’, one dead, that meant. The driver of the car, he had said. Thank God! My instinct had been wrong, she’s fine, my darling is fine! But
         no, plus the driver of the car, he’d said, and both on impact. That meant two dead. So one must have been on the bus, otherwise he would have said two, both in the car; equally, it couldn’t be the driver
         of the bus or he would have said both drivers, surely? That left a teacher or a child, then.
      

      
      I looked up and saw Jen in the distance. She had found Daisy among the refugees and was squeezing her against her body. Not
         Daisy then, thank God. Mariel rushed up, still jiggling Jake against her, his cries rising into the hot air. ‘There you are!
         Cat’s been cut on her leg, it’s pretty bad. I’m going in the ambulance to St Mary’s. Have you found Em?’
      

      
      Now I noticed the girls’ teacher, Miss Morrissey. She was no longer the groomed official I was used to dealing with but a
         dishevelled urchin whose left arm had been folded into a sling and whose face was wet and stained. She was with another police
         officer, a woman. They were looking my way.
      

      
      ‘Rachel?’ It was Mariel’s face, but now Jake’s cry seemed to rise from her mouth and I no longer recognised her. ‘I have to
         go, I’m so sorry, they’re leaving now, oh God, but I’ll get Jen. I’ll come back and find you as soon as I can …’
      

      
      I was on my own. It struck me all at once, that it was unnaturally silent.
      

      
      ‘Are you Mrs Freeman?’ It took me a long moment to register the speaker as the policewoman I’d just seen with Miss Morrissey.
         I couldn’t place the giddiness between seeing them by the ambulance and finding them at my side, just heard that word again:
         yep, yep, yep.
      

      
      ‘Yes, what? What? Is Emma all right? Where is she?’
      

      
      Amid the crowd on the pavement it seemed to me that each of the royal-blue figures had now been matched with its adult protector.
         And I thought, very clearly, This is the end of the grace of not knowing. Now I am going to have to know.
      

      
      ‘She was sitting at the front, in the jump seat next to the driver,’ blurted Miss Morrissey, tears brimming. ‘She felt sick
         …’ She got carsick, Emma, always. We’d bought story tapes to entertain her on long journeys because looking at a book or a
         puzzle brought on the nausea within minutes.
      

      
      I stared. My daughter’s teacher’s face was as unfamiliar as the policewoman’s beside her, its eyes streaming and nose bubbling.
         One dead, I thought. My one, my little pea.
      

      
      ‘Rachel …?’ Suddenly Jenny was behind them, filling the spot that Mariel had left, her hair backlit gold by the ambulance
         lights. Through the gap between the policewoman and Miss Morrissey I could see Daisy’s head buried in her mother’s clothes,
         Jen’s hands clasped around it in a protective helmet. Then she took one of those hands away and reached through the gap towards
         me.
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry,’ the policewoman said. ‘I’m afraid your daughter suffered severe head injuries in the collision. There was
         nothing anyone could do to save her.’
      

      
      It was Jen who made the animal sound they expected from me, but I still stared and stared until they braved a glance at one
         another. Throats gulped.
      

      
      ‘Where is she?’

      
      ‘She’s been taken to the hospital. Would you like to travel there with us, Mrs Freeman?’
      

      
      I tried to nod.

      
      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Jenny said. ‘Bob will take Daisy home, he’ll be here any second.’

      
      I thought of Oliver as I walked to the police car, still in his three o’clock with the Japanese, having warned Vanessa not
         to interrupt him under any circumstances. Even through acts of God, if the markets were open he worked.
      

      
      I would never forget the blue of the sky that afternoon, above the stalled traffic and the overturned bus and all the blurred,
         wordless choreography of emergency. It might have been tinted with filters it was so unblemished, so lasting.
      

   
      
      PART TWO

      

      
      ‘Donmemeslik’
The name given by the Turks to Santorini in the
 seventeenth century, meaning ‘We’ll never come back’

      
   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      Losing my only child when she was six and I thirty-two was not as I had imagined it would be. And I had imagined it, of course. All parents do it, persecute themselves with the thought of that loss commonly agreed to be life’s
         cruellest, bring themselves to tears with notions of the hell they would inhabit for all of life to follow. They do it for
         the perverse pleasure of knowing that their little one is there, sitting on her beanbag and watching cartoons, safe as houses.
         And they stoop to kiss the top of her head, vow never to take her for granted or to let adult trials poison this one special,
         central love.
      

      
      Only now did I discover what a poor game of pretend it had been. Never had I considered, for instance, the physical pain,
         and yet this was what dominated at first. It felt as though some unclean spirit had tried to pass through my upper body and
         had got itself stuck, choking my airways and twisting up my organs. At the same time my lower body ached with the contractions
         of a childbirth in which I knew already that the baby had been strangled with the umbilical cord.
      

      
      ‘These are the throes of grief,’ said the doctor, who came with sedatives and sad smiles, adding, ‘Nothing will help, really,
         I’m afraid. Not yet. Nothing.’ His were the only eyes I could bear to meet for longer than a second, for they at least seemed to absorb a little of what came from mine. The others’ – Oliver’s, my mother’s, my friends’ – theirs only reflected
         the horror, beamed it back to me, and I learned to evade them.
      

      
      Chronology dictated there be a day after her death, a day after that, then another, and more days again. Too many, grumbled
         the voices around me, for police investigations had caused delays in laying her to rest. Then, finally, there had been the
         day of the funeral service: the palms cupping my elbows, the murmurs in my ears, and the eyes, more eyes, so many eyes, all morning long, impossible to avoid in such searching numbers … And the days that followed, no more distinct, no more
         bearable, just a timeless, oxygen-scarce abyss.
      

      
      It surprised me, then, when the medication ran out, that I knew quite quickly what I was going to do next.

      
      Two weeks after burying our daughter, I went into the study, up on the sunny middle floor of the house where Oliver had been
         sitting pretty much continuously since her death, and told him I was leaving.
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