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prologue


He cries all the time.


Even when there are no tears, his eyes have the haunted hollowness of someone who is sobbing inside.


I want to help him but he won’t let me near. The crying he does alone, shut away in the room that was once going to be the nursery. He sleeps with his back to me, like a solid wall of flesh that keeps the world out. He talks to me with empty words, in sentences that hold no deeper meaning. He used to weave everything he said with the strands of the depth of his love. Now, he talks to me because he has to. Now, everything he says is flat and meaningless.


The grief is so huge, so immense that he is floundering in it. Swimming blind as he would in a raging sea at night. Swimming against the crashing waves and getting nowhere. Every day he is dragged further down, into those depths. Away from the surface. Away from life. Away from me. All he clings to is the loss. Nothing else matters. I want to take his hand, swim us both to safety. To make him whole again; to soothe his wounds and help him heal.


But he will not reach for me. Instead, he flinches away, preferring to do this alone. He blames me, you see. He blames himself. And he blames me.


I blame myself, as well. But I also blame her. Nova. This is her fault, her responsibility, too. If not for her . . .


Mostly, I blame myself. Mostly, I want him to stop crying, to stop hurting, to stop grieving with every piece of his soul.


I don’t understand this loss that he and Nova share. I doubt I ever will. But I understand my husband. And soon, I’ll lose him. The one thing I tried to stop by doing what I did, saying what I said, will happen. But this time I won’t lose him to another woman and her unborn baby, I won’t lose him to her and her child, I’ll lose him to himself.


I can see it happening: he’s going to drown in his grief, he’s going to be pulled so far down he won’t be able to break the surface. He’ll be dragged down to those bleak, grey depths and will never start living again. And all I’ll be able to do is stand on the shore and watch.











She fumbled at his shoes, took them off, and he watched her roll off his sock and then it was cold under his toes. Like in the bath, before his wash, cold.


And there is water.


A big, big, BIG bath.


‘This is the beach,’ Mummy said.


‘Beach!’ he said.


‘And that’s the sea.’


‘Sea!’


‘Come on, let’s get our feet wet.’


He pointed. ‘Toes?’


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Toes in the sea.’


She took his hand, it was warm like always. Her hand warm, his toes cold. She walked with him to the sea.


‘It’s going to be cold,’ she said.


‘Cold!’


Then his toes were gone. No more toes, just sea.


‘Whoa!’ Mummy screamed – her toes were under the sea, too.


‘Whoa!’ he screamed.


‘Whoa!’ they screamed together. ‘Whoa!’





Leo, age 18 months




part one
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‘Hey, Marm.’


It’s going to be one of those days.


I knew it when I opened my eyes this morning. I had that strong pervasive feeling of everything being skew-whiff, off-key. That I’d have to endure a day of it. I was hoping I was wrong as I showered, as I got dressed, as I flicked on the radio to keep me company whilst I stirred porridge and cut up fruit.


But Leo has just confirmed it for me. It’s going to be one of those days. Nothing will go right, tempers will be frayed, life will play nasty tricks on me. My seven-year-old will play nasty tricks on me. Or try to aggravate me.


He only calls me ‘Marm’ when he is trying to rile me. He knows how much I hate it; he knows that he could call me ‘Nova’ and I’d hate it less than ‘Marm’. He picked it up from watching American TV shows, their intonation when they say ‘Mum’ (‘Mom’) and every time it reminds me that he could be one step away from saying ‘rowt’ instead of ‘route’, ‘aloominum’ instead of ‘aluminium’. That he could start talking with a stateside inflection.


I stand at the sink, filling the porridge saucepan with soapy water, and through the reflection in the window I watch Leo saunter across the room to the solid oak wood table, climb up on to his chair and settle himself in front of his bowl. He’s going all out to wind me up today. Not only has he called me ‘Marm’, he is wearing his Teen League Fighter costume. On a school morning.


I turn off the tap and spin away from the sink to face him. Fully ingest him in all his glory: the costume is bright green with a detachable red cape that currently hangs at an awkward angle from the corner of his left shoulder by a small square of Velcro. He’s tied on his red mask, which serves to emphasise his huge, long-lashed eyes, just as it disguises part of his face.


He’s a four-foot-nothing, seven-year-old superhero with bulging biceps, rippling chest, six-pack abdomen and sculpted bottom.



Deep breath in, I think. Deep breath out.


I close my eyes. Count to ten. Count the memories that make me love him: two days old when he smiled at me as I held him in the crook of my arm. Eighteen months old when we first stood on the beach and watched the sea foam up to shore and effortlessly swallow our feet, then just as easily spit them out again. Five years old when he took my hands in his and told me earnestly, ‘You’re the best mummy in the world’ because I’d made him cheesy beans on toast for his birthday dinner.


This is the way I have to deal with Leo sometimes. This is the only way to remind myself not to lose it. There are only two people on earth who can slip through the layers of my calm and push my buttons; who can make me shout. Leo is the one who does it most regularly.


I open my eyes. He is still wearing the suit. It is still a school morning. I am still unimpressed.


‘So, Marm, is this all there is for breakfast?’ he drawls, spoon raised, his head on one side as he stares at me.


The blood rises in my veins, heat rushing first to my throat, then to my cheeks. Very soon, I’m going to start crying. If I shout at him, I’ll feel awful and will have to go to my room and cry. If I don’t shout at him, I’ll probably have to do something else like ban him from the PlayStation until the weekend, which will make him cry. Which will, of course, make me cry – silently, privately, but certainly – because I can’t bear to make him cry. Either way, I’m going to be crying at some point this morning if I can’t reason with him.


‘Leo, you need to go and get ready,’ I say, calmly. ‘Put on your uniform.’


‘I am ready,’ he says.


‘No, you’re not.’


He nods, furrows his brow. ‘I am ready,’ he insists. ‘This is what I’m wearing.’


‘I don’t want to argue, go and get ready. Now!’


‘This is what I’m wearing. This is what I have to wear.’


‘Leo.’ I grit my teeth as I continue. ‘Ple—’



DING-DONG! chimes the doorbell. Leo’s dark eyes light up as if it’s his birthday and he’s expecting the usual glut of presents to be handed to him by the postman. He’s out of his seat and racing through the kitchen door before I can completely comprehend what he’s doing. I dash out after him with ‘Don’t you—’ on my lips.


But even as the words leave my mouth, he is doing what he knows he’s not supposed to do. He is reaching up, his wide, chubby hand closing around the knob, and he is pulling the door wide open.


Suddenly the hallway is flooded with light. A brilliant, glorious white light. I raise my arm, use my hand to shield my eyes from the brightness that is drenching the hallway, making everything around us luminescent.


There is no postman on the other side of the door, in the white light. Just a tall, rakishly thin man wearing a white suit with white shirt, white tie and white shoes. He glows with the light surrounding us. His hair is black and neatly combed, with a perfectly straight side parting and a lock of black hair that lays across his forehead; his skin is a pale white that highlights his large, walnut-brown eyes; his mature features are friendly and open. He smiles at me, reassuring and friendly, then turns his attention to Leo, the smile becoming wider and more affectionate.


‘Are you ready, young man?’ he asks Leo. He speaks without moving his lips. He talks straight into my head, my heart. I know him, I realise. I know him, he knows me, but the full memory of him is out of reach and I cannot place him.


‘Yes,’ Leo says with a nod and a grin. ‘Yes, I am.’ Leo speaks with his mouth.


‘What’s happening?’ I ask.


‘You do look ready,’ the man says to Leo.


‘You’re not going anywhere with him,’ I say.


The man looks up at me again, fixes me with his warm, friendly brown eyes. A stare that is kind but firm. Definite. ‘It’s time, Nova,’ he says, again without moving his lips.


Leo runs to me, throws his arms around my waist, buries his head in the area above my stomach, snuggles me for a moment, then pulls away. ‘I miss you, Mum,’ Leo says, looking up at me, a smile on his face. ‘I miss you lots.’


I reach out to hold him, to keep him near, but I’m reaching for air; clutching at nothingness. Leo is with the man, holding the man’s hand. They are so different, but so similar. I know Leo will be safe with him. But I can’t let him go. How can I let him go?


‘Where are you taking him?’ I ask. ‘He’s not even dressed. Where are you taking him?’


‘It’s OK, Mum,’ Leo says, ‘I want to go. I’m ready. I told you, I’m ready. This is what I’m wearing.’


I shake my head. No. He’s not ready. How can my little boy be ready to go somewhere without me? How? He’s not ready. I’m not ready. ‘I’ll come with you,’ I say.


Leo grins, raises his hand and waves. ‘Bye, Mum. Bye.’


‘No—’





My eyes snap open and I am still – startled and confused – for a moment as my mind scrabbles around, trying to get my bearings, trying to remember where I am. The room is in virtual darkness; slivers of orange street lighting creeping in through the horizontal blinds, and white light shining in from the corridor outside through the squares of safety glass in the door make it not quite black in here. I was asleep, but I wasn’t lying down. My eyes move around the room, finding it full of unknown angles and shapes.


Then I hear them, the bleeps. The rhythmical bleeps in the background that remind me where I am, and my eyes fly to the bed.


He is still here. Still there. Still in the bed. I sit forwards in the chair, and gasp as every muscle and sinew in my back and neck screams in agony. I brush away the pain, trying to see if there is any change, if Leo has moved while I was sleeping.


Leo still lies on his back, his eyes gently pressed together as he remains in that world he inhabits now. That between world: not awake, not on the other side. I sit further forwards in my chair so I can examine his face closer. The dream was so vivid. He’d been active. Walking, talking. Surely that must have translated into the here and now? Surely?



His eyes rest lightly together. His lips are soft and slightly parted. His features are smooth and expressionless, not like when he is usually asleep. I can remember in detail the many expressions he has when he is asleep, the way he is animated, his muscles moving and twitching as he lives out as exciting a sleeping life as the one he has when he is awake. This, this sleep, is so unlike him: he is rarely still for long, something always happens to make him light up or speak or want to run around. He never stops for this long.


‘It’s OK, Mum. I want to go.’ This time he had taken the man’s hand. In the dream, this time, he was really going to go.


My eyes flick over the bed to Keith; his muscular, six-foot-five frame is slumped in the chair on the other side, his shaved head lolling to one side on his shoulder as he sleeps, still wearing his police uniform. He obviously came straight from his shift and found me deeply asleep because I hadn’t stirred when he came in. Usually I’m awake when he arrives, and he asks me about my day before I go home to bed, but today I was spark out. The vague memories of his lips on my forehead, his fingers stroking my cheek, drift across my mind. I’d been out of it, but I’d been aware of him.


I turn back to Leo, wondering if he is aware we are here all the time. One of us always sitting beside him, watching, waiting. Waiting.


Do the sounds of the machines penetrate through to him? What about the hellos, the chats, the books I read, the goodnights? Does he know it’s Thursday? His second Thursday here? Do all these little pieces of our reality slither through the cracks in his sleep and make him aware of the world going on around him? Or is he locked away from it all? Hidden. Removed. Somewhere separate. I couldn’t bear it if it was like that. If he is all alone and doesn’t know I am here, waiting for him to come back.


‘I’m ready, Mum. I want to go.’


I rub the base of my thumbs over my eyes, removing the crystals of grit, trying to massage wakefulness and life into my face.


‘I’m ready to go.’


After thirteen days of this, I’d have thought my body would get used to being in that chair for hours on end; it wouldn’t be as sore and stiff, protesting with long snaps of pain every time I try to move. I get up, go to the bed, instinctively shutting out the IV drips, the electrodes attaching him to machines, and stare down at my boy. My boy. He’s been the reason I have opened my eyes and climbed out of bed every day for the past seven-and-a-half years; even when I haven’t wanted to, I’ve done it. My world started to rotate around him from the moment he was born, and now it is off-kilter.


I stroke his forehead with the very tips of my fingers, gently, so as not to disturb him. Even now, my instinct is to be gentle so I don’t disturb him. Even though disturbing him, waking him, is exactly what we want.


His head is shorn, a fine covering of his black hair slowly growing back. They’d done that, clipped and shaved away all his beautiful, thick black curls, eight days ago. His mocha-caramel skin is smooth on his head, except at that point on his lower skull, where they drilled into him to clamp off three blood vessels, to try to prevent a haemorrhage. The operation had been a complete success, they told me.


I’d stared at the surgeon, with his green cap on his head, his mask around his neck, his green operating scrubs surprisingly clean. ‘Success?’ I’d echoed.


He’d nodded. Explained that the other aneurysm they’d been worried about hadn’t ruptured, and was now no longer a threat.


‘Success,’ I’d repeated, my voice far away and disconnected. Keith had put his hand on my forearm to steady me. That word obviously had different meanings to the surgeon and to me. My boy was still asleep, was still more ‘there’ than here, he wasn’t talking or walking, his eyes weren’t open, his face wasn’t moving, but still, it’d been a success. ‘Thank you,’ I’d said as Keith’s large, warm hand closed around mine. It wasn’t the surgeon’s fault he didn’t understand what the word success actually meant. It meant Leo would be back to normal. It meant, at the very least, that they would be able to tell me when he would be waking up.


I return to my brown padded chair and curl my legs up under me, rest my head back and watch Leo.


This is the world I live in now. A world where success means this. A world where I know those dreams are born of the feeling, the knowledge that has been stealthily and determinedly uncoiling itself bit by bit inside me every day.


The feeling that maybe Leo is ready.


Maybe I might have to let him go.











‘Look at that woman’s stomach!’ he said.


He saw Mummy close her eyes before she said, ‘Shhh,’ and kissed his head while rocking him on her lap.


‘Look at that woman’s stomach!’ he said again. He pointed. She had a big one. It was round like his football, but big like Mummy’s big, big cushion.


‘Shush-shush,’ Mummy said. She took his finger and kissed it.


‘Mummy! Look at that woman’s stomach!’


Mummy didn’t look, she pressed the button and it happened again, the sound of the bell like on his fire car. Then the bus stopped like always. Mummy got his pram and her big bag and she let him jump on every step to get off.


She opened the pram and moved the straps for him to sit down, but he wanted to walk. ‘I just walk,’ he told her. ‘I just walk.’


Mummy carried on looking in his pram and when the bus went away she stood up. ‘Leo, why do you have to keep pointing out people’s stomachs? Or that small man? Or that woman’s big milk boobies? Or that man’s funny hair?’ she said to him. ‘That’s the third time in two days you’ve done that. I’m going to have to learn to drive cos I am never getting a bus with you again.’


She put her bag in his pram. ‘Someday someone’s going to smack me one.’


‘Are you naughty?’ he asked. Was Mummy a naughty girl like he was a naughty boy so she would get a smack?


Mummy stared at him with her head on one side. ‘I sometimes wonder if I was in a former life.’ She started pushing the pram with one hand, held his hand in the other. ‘Come on, we have a very long walk ahead of us.’


A woman who was old like Grandma smiled at him. ‘My mummy’s naughty,’ he told her.


The woman looked at Mummy. ‘I’m sure she is,’ the woman said and walked on.


He smiled at Mummy, but she didn’t see – she was staring at the woman with her mouth open.





Leo, age 2 years
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‘Have you seen how much that girl with locker 117 runs?’


‘The blonde?’


‘Yeah. She’s here every day. Sometimes she does yoga or Pilates, then runs. It’s mad!’


My locker is 117. I had been about to throw the bolt on the toilet cubicle door when I heard the woman on the other side mention my locker, mention me. Now my hand is hovering over the lock, unsure whether to go ahead and leave or stay here. I’m already running a little late to meet Mal to go to this dinner party, I haven’t got time to sit here, a prisoner of their gossip.


‘I’m not surprised,’ the other woman replies.


Well obviously I am not going anywhere now. I quietly lower the toilet lid and sit down. I have to know why she isn’t surprised that I’m here every day. My hands are trembling slightly, my mouth is dry, my heart a little jumpy in my chest. I absently fiddle with the strap of my black dress as I wait to find out.


‘Have you seen her husband? He is ab–so–lutely gorgeous. I’d run a million miles every day if it meant it’d stop his eyes wandering.’


‘Oh my God, I’ve seen him when he comes to pick her up sometimes . . . And bloody hell! I know what you mean. I could eat him up!’


‘Do you think she’s one of those women who would balloon if she didn’t do all those things?’


‘Yeah! You can see it in her face.’


They have no idea I am listening to their words echo around the marble floor and walls in the gym toilets. I recognise their voices, they are the two women who do everything together: use the equipment, have their mats next to each other in yoga and Pilates. I was on nodding terms with them and I thought they liked me. Maybe that was overstating the tenuous, fleeting nature of our association – I hadn’t thought they didn’t like me, I didn’t imagine for even one minute they did this: talked about me.


I fear this. Probably more than most rational adults, I fear people talking about me. Dissecting me in private, peeling back the layers I so carefully and painstakingly present to the world and finding truths and half-truths, as they interpret them; I am scared of people creating a reality that is different to the beautiful home, the perfect husband, the successful friends who invite me to dinner parties that actually make up my life.


‘But you’ve got to give it to her, she was probably a bit of a porker when she was younger and now she’s shaped up.’



I wasn’t! I want to shout through the door at them. I really wasn’t. I was always this shape, and this size. Now I’m just firmer. In any case, I do not exercise to keep my looks, to fend off rolls of fat, nor to keep my husband faithful. I need it to keep grounded. Safe. Stable. Me.


If I don’t feel the push of blood chasing endorphins and adrenalin at a hundred miles an hour through my veins every day, things start to slip. My grip on reality begins to numb and the slow decline to feeling out of control begins. That’s why I run every day – even on a Friday night. What’s their excuse for being here? When most people who don’t need to run are out in the pub, why aren’t they?


‘Yeah, not as if either of us has got there. Alan keeps asking me why I bother coming to the gym when the second I get in I light up and head straight to the fridge.’


‘Yeah, my Ian asks me the same thing. His eyes would be out on stalks if he saw her.’


When I was younger, people used to gossip about my family, and especially about me. It became a pastime in the town where we lived. People spoke in whispers, cast disapproving looks, hushed themselves whenever one of us went past. I felt every whisper, nudge and look. We all did, they were like shards of glass, lacerating the skin. That’s why as an adult I do my best to not give anyone things to gossip about. Great job, beautiful home, gorgeous husband, group of friends. Why would you gossip about that? Envy that, maybe, but not find fault with.


‘Do you fancy a pint?’ one of the girls on the other side says.


‘Oh, go on then. I’ve been fantasising about salt and vinegar crisps all day. If I do extra time on the machines next week, it won’t matter so much, will it?’


‘If that’s the game we’re playing right now, then I’ll say yes. Extra time – in other words five more minutes – on the machines will make the extra fat just magically melt away.’


‘You are such a bitch! Hey, shall we ask Miss Locker 117?’


The other woman smirks: nasty and cruel, perfectly expressive. ‘She probably doesn’t drink or eat.’


‘I know!’


My mother always dealt with vicious smirks and bitchy comments by praying. ‘Let he who is without sin cast the first stone,’ she would say, as if that would make it stop; or even stem the rivers of pain that it caused. Whenever my sister, Mary, would cry about the things she heard, my mother would say, ‘Remember them in your prayers, Mary.’ Remember to ask God to make bad things happen to them, I would think but never say. Nothing bad ever did happen to those accusers who were with and without sin, and they still cast stones at us; they still called me a slut and a whore and a host of other things behind my back, to my face; on all available walls. Praying didn’t help; but neither did crying. Nothing helped. Nothing made it stop.


Time passes and the two women fall silent, then their footsteps, loud and magnified like their words have been, echo around the room as they retreat, the door slamming shut behind them. I wait a few more minutes, even though I’m really quite late for Mal, just to make sure they’re really gone. When I can hear nothing, no sound from outside the cubicle, I unlock the door and release myself from my self-imposed prison into the marbled bathroom, with its wide mirror strip above the sinks opposite the cubicles.


My body stops short and my heart halts at exactly the same moment: they’re still here. They’re still here and now they know that I know what they were saying. That I have been sitting in the cubicle, listening to them rip me apart.


One of them, a tall blonde with her hair tucked behind her ears, is leaning over the bank of sinks applying a thick layer of eyeliner; the other, a small brunette, is perched on the edge of the sinks, rolling up a cigarette on her thigh.


All our eyes collide and everything becomes unnaturally, eerily still, a death shroud of stunned silence thrown over us. The one now frozen in applying make-up drains of all colour until her face is an ashen-grey mask of horror; the other now paused in rolling her cigarette fills up with red until her face resembles a pulsating, puce tomato.


Lowering my eyes, I move to the nearest basin, squirt blue gel handwash between my palms and rub them together under the sensor-operated tap. I had wanted to apply lipstick, check my eye makeup and foundation before I went to meet Mal. Now, I dare not look up from the blue gel slipping and foaming through my fingers, not even a glance to see if my hair is in place.


I dry my hands on two scratchy paper towels, crush them in one hand and drop them into the bin under the sink. I’m sure the women can hear the thrash of my heart in my chest, the throbbing of my pulse in my throat because the slightest movement is magnified in here, and they have not moved at all since they saw me.


Their words and the cruel little smirk reverberate all around us as I start my epic journey to the door. The door, by the way, seems to have moved to the other side of London, and every step towards it in these six-inch heels sounds like an anvil being dropped through a glass roof.


RING! RING! RING! goes my mobile and it sounds like I have a miniature Hunchback of Notre Dame crammed into my bag, clanging ‘the bells, the bells’ for all he’s worth. It’s Mal’s ringtone. Probably asking why I am not there, when I warned him – repeatedly – I’d skin him alive if he dared to work late tonight.


RING! RING! RING! insists my phone as I continue to walk to the door. I can’t answer it, of course. If I stop for even a fraction of a moment of a second, something bad will happen. Something more bad than what has just happened will happen. I don’t know what, but I know it will.


RING! RING! RING! I just have to get out of here. Out of this bathroom, out of this gym. Once I do that, it’ll all be fine.


RING! RING! RING! I’m nearly there. Just one more step. Two at the most. And then I’m home free.


RING! RIN—! The final ring is cut short and the sudden silence causes my heart to leap to my throat and my legs to wobble. But it’s OK, I’m here, at the door.


I push it open and step outside, feeling the sweet rush of freedom crash like a welcome wave over me.


I do not know what happens after I am gone: if they fall about laughing, if they wither up and die in shame or if they decide to do what I have to do – look for another gym.
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It’s 11 p.m. and Keith isn’t here.


He usually gets here by eight, sometimes nine, but never this late. Not without calling. Normally, I wouldn’t worry even if he hasn’t called because he’s Keith and he does the job he does and he always turns up. Sometimes a little worse for wear and full of affection, sometimes because he couldn’t get to a phone, sometimes because he’s Keith and he does the job he does. That was before our lives became about this hospital room, about taking it in ‘shifts’ to sit here and keep our son company, and before I started to believe that even the smallest mishap could escalate into something unmanageable and terrifying. That was before I discovered you could bring your son to hospital because of a gusher of a nosebleed and find he has an aneurysm that is hours away from rupturing, and needs a life-saving operation that leaves him in a coma.


Now, I worry about everything.


I flip over the book I was reading, splaying it open in my lap, and try to avoid looking at my watch.


‘Where’s your dad?’ I ask Leo in my head. I don’t want to worry him so I don’t say it out loud. I don’t like to think of him listening to everything going on around him and panicking because he can’t ask the questions whose answers will reassure him it will be OK. Worrying is my job. He just needs to concentrate on getting better. Because it’s all up to him now.


The medically induced coma they put him in after the first operation should have worn off by now. They’ve removed all sedation, they’ve attempted to wake him, he’s had multiple MRI scans all of which show he has brain activity, but he is still asleep.



He is still asleep.


Which means Leo, my seven-year-old who would choose to wear his Teen League Fighter costume all day every day, who would choose cheesy beans over broccoli but not spinach, who is still trying to find proof that Keith is a spy, decides from now on when he will wake up. His fate is in his chubby, perfectly formed hands.


I gnaw on the first knuckle of my thumb; the worry is like a multi-barrelled lock, each barrel moving slowly and precisely into position until every one clicks into place and the lock is set. Fused shut with no key to open it up again.


11:03 p.m. my watch shows me. 11:03. You’d think he’d call. If not to reassure me that he is OK, which he’s never had to do, but to at least ask how Leo is. If there’s been any change.


His mobile was off when I tried him earlier. Off or crushed in the smouldering carcass of his car? I’d asked myself. Off or sitting in his locker at work, waiting for someone to find it and call his next of kin with the news? Off for now or off for ever?



What would I do if something happened to him? How would I cope? Would I cope? Probably, but how would I divide my time between Leo and Keith? Your husband and your son, how do you carve yourself up so you can be with both of them at the same time?


This is the anatomy of worry: becoming extremely irrational, very quickly, playing scenario after scenario out until the normal option, the probable option, seems fantastical rather than likely.


I’m a qualified clinical psychologist, I know better, I should behave better. But I can’t. Not right now. It simply isn’t in me. If I prepare for the worst-case scenario, then anything less than that will seem trivial, something I can shrug a shoulder at, can become Zen and stoic about. Besides, I don’t use my ‘Doctor’ title enough according to my parents, and the job of restaurant manager I took to fund my studies somehow became my career.


I check my watch again at the exact same moment that BUZZZZ rises up from my bag. BUZZ-BUZZ-BUZZ, insists my mobile and I snatch it up, press the ‘answer’ button and put it to my ear without checking the caller display.


‘Come outside,’ Keith says. As if he hasn’t caused me hours of worry, as if it’s the normal way to start a phone call. The relief, however, is incredible. My heart starts beating normally again, my lungs are untwisting themselves, the feeling is returning to my muscles.


‘I can’t leave Leo,’ I say, whispering so Leo won’t hear.


‘It’ll only take a few minutes, come outside.’


I hesitate. Why does he want me to come outside? Why hasn’t he been in? Have I been a bit too hasty in being relieved?



‘Get a nurse to watch him, but come outside.’


He is trying to hide something by forcing his tone to come out even and flat: something is going on.


‘Is it important?’ I ask, feeling the barrels of the worry lock starting to spin again.


‘Life or death,’ he replies seriously.


I jerk myself upright, ignoring my vertebrae complaining as they try to click into place, ignoring the book falling off my lap on to my bag with a dull thud, and the blanket pooling over the top of my bag and the book. ‘Where are you?’


‘By the main entrance.’


I open the door to Leo’s hospital room and peek out, looking for a nurse. One, who often sits with Leo when I need a break for food or the loo, is walking past. Melissa is her name. She is curvy and pretty, with a mane of curly red hair she always pins back and a beautiful Welsh accent. Leo would be enchanted by her; he would follow her around with his eyes out on stalks, trying to get her to talk so he could copy her accent. Nurse Melissa arches an eyebrow at me then glances pointedly at the sign with the mobile crossed out on the wall opposite.


‘I’ll be right there,’ I say to Keith, cutting the line. My heart is already galloping in that familiar, sickening way it does when I fear something bad is about to happen. ‘Can you watch Leo for a few minutes?’ I ask Melissa. ‘My husband needs me.’


Suddenly concerned, she nods as she pulls at her plastic apron and deposits it in the nearest bin. She washes her hands with the gel from the dispenser on the wall, and steps into the room. I set off, walking quickly towards the exit. At the end of the corridor, after a left turn, is the door to that ward. I know this place so well I could navigate it with my eyes shut. Often it feels as if I have, because I rarely sleep for more than two hours when I go home. No one knows this, but I actually use my doctor status to get access to online medical journals and spend most of the hours away from here reading up on comas, haemorrhages and aneurysms. I try to find out as much as I can so I can help Leo. I don’t tell Keith what I do because he would tell me I am stressing myself out unnecessarily, I don’t tell the doctors because I don’t want them to think I am trying to take over, and I don’t tell my family because they don’t yet know how serious all this is.


I squirt a little antibacterial cleaner on to my left palm, ‘wash’ the slippery gel over my hands. Out of the door, I’m into the corridor with the lifts and I hit the call button. As I wait for one to arrive, I run through the possible scenarios: someone has crashed into my car in the car park; someone has broken into the café and Amy had forgotten to cash up the day’s takings; Keith has been injured on his shift and doesn’t want to tell me in front of Leo . . . Oh, God, what’s happened? What else is going to be heaped upon us?



On the first floor, I start running. Down the long corridor, around the corner, down another flight of steps – I cannot wait for another lift – past the security desk and out the main entrance. The heat of the air hits me as I run out into the warm, muggy May night. This is the type of night we’ve had, in recent years, during September. But tonight it is warm.


And it is snowing.


Over the small whir of an engine and through the warmth of the air, it is snowing. In May, it is snowing. Small flakes of it fall from the sky, covering the world around me in a thin film of white. I stop, stand still and watch the snowflakes dance around me in the warm breeze. It’s a miracle. A pure, momentary miracle.


I love snow. The way it makes everything it touches seem softer. There are no sharp edges when snow has fallen; everything is smooth and soft. A road is not long and difficult, but velvety and inviting, as short as you want it to be. I hate the cold, I love snow. And now, I have it all: snow, without the cold. I stick out my hands, trying to catch the snowflakes. I spin in delight as I tip my head up to gaze at the sky, which is not just lit by orange street lights, but illuminated by the pinpricks of stars, by the glittering of falling snowflakes.


The snow is warm on my skin, it doesn’t melt on contact, it sticks to my hands, my oversized, chunky-knit cream cardigan, my navy-blue jeans and my black hair.


‘Happy anniversary,’ Keith says, stepping out from the shadows beside the entrance to the hospital. He’s been standing there, observing me. He walks towards me while I still watch the white flakes land on me and blanket the ground, making it soft and gentle. Transforming it from the hard path I have to walk up every day to see my son into something soothing.


‘You did this?’ I ask him as he comes closer, until he can encompass me in his strong, muscled arms. Suddenly I am caught up in him, protected and safe. ‘For me?’


He nods. ‘Happy anniversary,’ he whispers against my hair.



Anniversary? As a couple, Keith and I have more than our fair share of anniversaries. We met when I was nineteen and I applied for a job in the bar he managed in Oxford city centre. He was nearly ten years older than me and didn’t look twice at me, of course. Two years later, days after my twenty-first birthday, when I no longer even worked in the bar, he called me up and asked me out. ‘I had to wait until you’d completely cleared your teens before I could come near you,’ he explained. We had two first dates. On the first first date I was so nervous I self-medicated with a little too much Dutch courage and passed out in the front seat of Keith’s car before we got to the end of the road, and he had to carry me back to my shared house and hand me over to my flatmates. The second first date, which I had been surprised had happened, was a week later and I didn’t drink at all. Then there were other notable dates for our diaries: when we split up for the first time because I thought he was too old for me; when we got back together; when we split up again after five months before his need for commitment made me break up with him again. We got back together and split up many times over the years, until the last time he left me, eight years ago. And then three years ago we got back together for the final time, and two more memorable dates were created: the day he moved in with Leo and me, and the day we got married. I have a memory for dates, and I know, across the spread of the twelve months that make up a year, none of the dates worth remembering fall in May.


‘It’s not our anniversary,’ I say.


‘Not our wedding anniversary, no,’ he agrees.


‘It’s not our anniversary,’ I reassure him. ‘I’d remember.’


One of his hands moves down to cup my left bum cheek, and he yanks me closer to him as he places his lips against my ear, his warm, fragrant breath tickling my cheek and my neck. ‘It’s the anniversary of our first fuck.’ He draws out the last word, somehow making it seductive and dirty, romantic and loving all at the same time.


‘Of all our anniversaries to choose from, this is the one you thought needed such public celebration?’ I say, laughing.


‘It’s a reminder that miracles do happen to the same person twice.’


‘You’d better mean that it’s a miracle that I slept with you rather than the other way around, or you’re in trouble, mate.’


‘But of course,’ he says, squeezing my bum again.


I smile at him. ‘I can’t believe you did all this for me.’


‘Who else would I do this for?’ He drops a kiss on my forehead. ‘I, of course, have to thank my supporting cast – Peter, who actually got out of bed to open his shop so that I could hire the snow machine; the security guard who went up to a higher level to work said snow machine; and, of course, you for reacting so perfectly.’


‘Thank you,’ I say to him. ‘No one has ever given me a miracle before.’


At that moment, if there was anything I could wish for it was a miracle. A miracle that would bring Leo round, a miracle that would return my life to how it was. It didn’t have to be a divine miracle that brought Leo back to me, it could be a human-created one. The dreams are settling into my sleep at a rate now of one a day, always moving him a little further and further away from me; a miracle is exactly what I need.


‘Lucks,’ Keith says gently, holding me closer. I only vaguely hear him calling me, using the name he gave me when we first met in the bar (Nova . . . exploding star . . . lucky star . . . Lucks).


‘Lucks,’ he repeats more urgently. ‘Stop it, please. Stop thinking about it for the next two minutes. After that, we’ll go back and deal with it. We’ll go back to all that. But right now, just be here with me in this moment, and enjoy the snow. OK?’


Two minutes.


Two minutes is a lifetime. Every second Leo is asleep is a lifetime. Is like living a hundred and twenty lives without having a heart beating in my chest or blood running through my veins.


Two minutes is the blink of an eye. Is the time in which everything can change. He could wake up in those two minutes. He could take thirty seconds to come back, and then spend a minute and a half wondering why I am not there to welcome him back, like I promised him I would be before he went to sleep. Keith isn’t asking for two minutes, he is asking for a lifetime and for a nanosecond; he is asking for the whole of space and time. He’s made it snow for me, now all I have to do is give him back the whole of space and time.


‘OK?’ he repeats. ‘Two minutes. For me. For us. Let’s just enjoy the snow, enjoy these two minutes of our anniversary, and then once we’ve done that, we’ll be stronger. We’ll find it easier to go back there. OK?’


My gaze goes to his face, and for the first time since we started this life I see my husband. He is a relative stranger. His black eyes, his wide nose, his full lips, his mahogany-brown skin are all alien to me. I’m probably a stranger to him as well because the seams of our relationship are being unpicked.


I know that couples are often split by the loss of a child, but I didn’t realise until this that an illness can divide you as well, much more slowly, much more insidiously but just as decisively. For better or worse, we vowed, but we didn’t realise it was for powerlessness as well. We deal with problems in different ways, Keith and I. He needs to divide up the time to deal with a crisis. To deal with Leo being in suspended animation, he needs to step away, recharge himself, and then he can head back into battle, he can face and fight whatever is thrown at him. I have to immerse myself in it. To make it all I think about all the time, to keep wishing and hoping and wanting it to be OK because I know it is in the moment I don’t that something awful will happen.


That is why we are coming apart. Our two coping mechanisms are incompatible, so while we’re aware of the other’s pain, we do little more than acknowledge it. That is why, seam by seam, stitch by stitch, the fabric of us is being undone. And that is why Keith has made it snow for me. He wants me to try it his way, to see if it can possibly work for me, and if we can stop what is happening to us.


I nod. ‘OK,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘OK.’


Two minutes. I can give him that. It might work. It might save us. After all, it’s only two minutes to stand and enjoy the May snow.











He watched her, her head looking down at the book when she should be looking at the TV.



She was being naughty. She was being a naughty girl. Mummy put on Bob the Builder, now she had to watch it, too. He was happy in his room, drawing on the wall with the big pen, but she picked him up and sat him on the sofa beside her and put Bob the Builder on the TV. He didn’t like Bob the Builder all the every time, but Mummy did, she put it on all the every time, so she had to watch it.




‘Mummy, no book, watch Bob the Builder,’ he told her.



She looked at him. ‘Pardon?’ she asked.



He pushed the book away. ‘No book, watch Bob the Builder.’




‘I just want to finish this chap—’ She stopped talking because he was looking at her. ‘OK. I’ll watch Bob the Builder.’ She put down the book and turned towards the TV.



He patted her leg. ‘Good girl, Mummy. Good girl.’





Leo, age 2 years and 6 months




4


I really need a cigarette.


More than anything in the world right now, I need a cigarette. It will help to turn the temperature down on my blood, which is hovering somewhere around boiling point. And the smoke will erect a physical barrier between Mal and me, although the current mental one that separates us in the car is amazingly effective. I’m not sure who isn’t talking to who, who is more angry with who, but it’s clear: we are not talking. It’s been fifteen minutes since we left the dinner party and so far the drive has been in total silence. Even the purr of the engine, our breathing, the little clicks and ticks that make up the sound of our car have been smothered by the anger that has created the silence. We have at least another fifteen minutes to go until we get home, and we are not going to be talking for the entire drive. That’s a promise.


The worst part – the part that slides into the space between my ribs and jabs at my core like a blunt knife trying to find a partially healed wound to reopen – is that he thinks he’s done nothing wrong. He seriously thinks he’s done nothing wrong.


I glance sideways at him. His jaw is set, his teeth are gritted, his russet eyes have darkened and stay fixed on the road ahead. His body is a straight, rigid line that could have been carved from rock, and his hands are almost bone-white from how hard he grips the steering wheel. Every time he changes gear, I expect him to wrench the stick out of its socket.


He showed us up in front of all those people and he is angry.


I really need a cigarette.


I call them up in my mind: hidden in the pack of Tampax under the sink in the bathroom, waiting for me to light them up and suck them down. Waiting to do their duty and hug me on the inside. Mal doesn’t know I smoke anything more than the odd one or two in social situations, or to keep my boss company during working hours. He doesn’t know that every three or four days I have to buy a new pack of twenty, that there’s a crystal ashtray hidden in the bushes outside the house, and that I use breath freshener to hide the evidence. And he certainly doesn’t have the slightest inkling that those cigarettes are probably the only things that are going to stop me taking an axe to his head tonight.





‘So, Steph, Mal, when are you two going to have kids?’ Vince asked us.


We’d all settled down to dinner and had, for the most part, been enduring Vince’s brand of party entertainment – picking on people – with relative good humour, because he was the co-host (his wife Carole, who is lovely, had invited us), and this was what Vince did. He didn’t mean anything by it, he was just a moderately belligerent drunk. Even at his most obnoxious he usually stayed away from this subject with us, though. Just like no one mentioned the war, no one mentioned our childlessness. From the way the room stilled after he spoke, the way a few heads dipped to stare at their plates while a few more tried to master a look of vague interest, I knew instantly they had all been talking about this before Mal and I arrived.


That was always the danger of turning up last at a gathering of friends, they talked about you. Discussed and dissected your life, relationship, looks, and decided they knew everything about everything. They knew where you were going wrong, what you could do to work it out, how you could fix the chasms in your life. They’d obviously discussed Mal and me and decided what was missing in our lives was a baby. Ten years of marriage meant nothing, as far as they were concerned, because we did not have a child.


They knew me better than they knew Mal, they knew how I loved to be around children, so they decided that our childlessness was Mal’s doing. And what they, as my friends, could do about it was to publicly shame Mal into doing the right thing: show him that they could all see my baby pain and he should ease it.


None of them knew the truth of it. Not even Mal. But I didn’t think about that. I couldn’t think about that. If I did, then . . . Mal didn’t know. Mal could never know. Neither could any of them.


My eyes darted to Carole – she was one of the head-dippers. She did that a lot where her husband was concerned: he opened his mouth, she cringed and dipped her head, wanting nothing more than for him to stem the stream of outrageous offensiveness that was no doubt flowing from his lips. Ruth was struggling and failing to look mildly interested as she looked at me, her lips curled together in a supportive smile. Opposite Ruth, Graeme, her husband, was sipping on his wine and openly watching Mal. Dyan was another head-dipper – even though I couldn’t see her face, I knew her cheeks were red with embarrassment. She hated this type of questioning that Vince subjected us to. She and Dan, her husband, had got together at college in our final year. Dan and Vince were best friends, so he was backing Vince up by leaning forwards and staring at me. Julian was another head-dipper, although his head was dipped probably because he listened more than he watched. He studied the intonation of people’s voices, the words they emphasised and those they flitted over. His girlfriend, Frankie, was smiling benignly at everyone. ‘Vacant’ was the word we most used about her. We couldn’t understand why ultra-intelligent, slightly superior Julian had been with her for six years. Although, at that moment, I could see the spark of interest in her eye. She was twirling a long lock of her black hair around her finger, as usual, but she was definitely in the room, following what was going on. They must have been talking about this for a long time before our arrival to get even her to pay attention. And finally Nicole and Jeremy – the fifth couple – both looking vaguely interested, were waiting eagerly to see what either of us would say.


I hadn’t been on the receiving end of a Vince interrogation for months. Mainly because I was usually the first to arrive at these things so no one had the chance to properly discuss me. Us. Unfortunately, hiding from those women in the toilets had taken away precious time. Also, Vince and I had a history that meant I knew more about him than most people at the table. If he got out of hand, I could stop him with a look. A reminder that I knew things about him that he didn’t want shared around. Things that not even Dan knew.


I lowered my eyes to my plate, stared at my dinner, wondering how to react. Too defensive and they would assume it was a subject to pursue. Too casual and they would think that I was faking it. I had to pitch my reply just right.


Raising my gaze to Vince, I shrugged a little, smiled a little more. ‘I don’t know. Maybe never,’ I said, my voice skimming on the serious side of glib.


‘But you’d be such a great mum,’ Carole gushed. ‘I can’t imagine you not ever having kids, you’re wonderful with our two.’


The corners of my mouth edged up into a bigger smile, I couldn’t help it. It was a such a compliment. ‘Thank you,’ I cooed. ‘That’s such a lovely thing to say. They are wonderful kids, though.’


‘They adore you. They’re always wanting to see their Aunty Steph. That’s why . . . Well, you’d be a great mum.’


‘Thank you,’ I said again, still glowing from the compliment. A second or two later, I felt rather than saw Mal’s body stiffen across the table. Everyone not privy to my thoughts probably assumed I was grinning about the idea of me being a great mother, they did not realise that I collected compliments like other people collected oxygen molecules to breathe. I craved external validation of my self-worth. It soothed a deep part of me like very little else could. However, to anyone outside of my mind, it must have seemed that I was desperate to have a baby, I was desperate to become a mother. And Mal . . . Mal obviously thought I was basking in this, that I was so caught up in the idea of parenthood that I’d forgotten what happened eight years ago.


I had to stop this. I had to change the conversation otherwise it would become explosive. Mal’s explosion would be quiet, subdued, but destructive. He wouldn’t shout, he wouldn’t rant and rave, he would do something far worse: he would get up and leave.


He would not say anything to anyone, he would simply get up, go outside and wait in the car for me. He’d done it several times before, and I couldn’t bear it if he did it tonight. It made people think he was some sort of uncouth brute who couldn’t express himself. It made our friends think they had to worry about me and that maybe, just maybe, he might one day hurt me. Physically. He never would. I knew that, but none of those at the table did.


‘You haven’t answered the question, Stephie, dear, when are we going to hear the patter of little Wacken feet?’ Vince pressed. ‘How long are we going to have to wait?’


All eyes were on me by then; even the head-dippers were focused on me.


I’d known most of these people since we were eighteen or nineteen, but we were not close. The reason we had all got on for so many years was because our friendships were impressively shallow. We enjoyed our time together, but I wouldn’t call any of the people sitting around the table during a crisis. After the crisis had passed, to tell them what could be a then-funny anecdote, yes. During, when one of them had to take charge and offer comfort, never.


I opened my mouth to repeat that we’d maybe never have children, to put a firmness into the words that would shut Vince up and would tell the rest of them that they had to end this interrogation.


‘You can hear the patter of tiny Wacken feet whenever you want,’ Mal said for me. ‘I’ve already got a child.’


Everyone at the table drew back, a couple of people gasped quietly. Internally, I gasped, too. Out of everyone there, I was most jolted: I never thought he’d say that.


‘A son,’ Mal continued, seemingly oblivious to the horror he had unleashed. Even Vince, cocky, mouthy Vince, was stunned to silence.


Carole found her voice first. ‘Was this from a previous relationship?’ she asked, keeping her shock in check. She raised her hand, brushed a brown lock from her face as she looked to Mal for his answer. A tremulous silence settled as everyone looked to him for an answer. Lie, I pleaded telepathically with him across the table. Please lie. For me, lie.


‘He’s coming up to eight,’ Mal said. ‘He’s called Leo, in case you’re interested. He’s got black hair, brown eyes. He likes the green Teen League Fighter superhero the best and he plays Star Wars on the PlayStation all the time.’ Was that pride in his voice? He was proud. Proud. He hadn’t told me these trivial details and we had agreed . . . Now, he was revealing unknown secrets to our friends. And he was proud.


All eyes shifted back to me. Truly horrified as they were. My husband had cheated on me, had impregnated another woman while cheating and was so unabashed about it. Even vacant Frankie was agog: her eyes wide and incredulous, her mouth hanging open as her gaze swung between Mal and me, trying to work out who to stare at.


I gathered my senses together, inhaled and exhaled a few times before I attempted to speak. ‘It’s not as simple as Mal is making out.’ I began the damage limitation process. ‘Someone very close to us desperately wanted a baby. It was heartbreaking. Mal loved her so much he’d do anything for her. And he agreed to father her child.’ The absolute truth.


Mal stared at me across the table. His eyes were a piercing glare, slicing me open, cutting me apart, trying to expose the way I was lying without lying.


‘Do you still see the child and mother?’ Frankie asked. Frankie, who would previously have been smiling benignly and playing with her hair, was fully engaged and asking questions.


Mal’s glare intensified, I could feel it on my skin so I didn’t look at him. He was daring me to misdirect my way out of that question. He was accusing me, too. Accusing me because we both knew I was guilty. Of course I was.


‘No,’ I said. ‘She moved away before the baby was born. Went to live on the coast, rarely comes to London. We never see them.’


His chair made no sound as he pushed it back. He made no sound as he dropped his cream napkin on his half eaten meal. Poor Carole had probably spent hours handmaking the pastry for the salmon en croute, scrubbing the new potatoes, baking the goat’s cheese and chilli-topped vegetables. And Mal had hardly touched it. Mal made no sound as he left the dining room. The only sound from his exit was the click of the front door as it shut behind him.


I stared down at my plate, tears collecting at the corners of my eyes, a lump bulging in my throat. I had hardly touched my food, either, and it all looked so beautiful. So delicious. And I could not even think of eating another crumb. In the candlelight and the shocked hush, everyone was watching me. Everyone was watching me and I was so ashamed. About now. About then.


I pushed out my chair, told Carole I would call her in the morning, told everyone it was good to see them, and left. And for the second time in less than six hours, I had to leave a room, knowing that the second the door shut behind me, people would be talking about me.





Mal marches into the house without so much as a backward glance. After slamming the door I run up the stairs straight to the bathroom. I clatter open the bathroom window, get a cigarette and then empty my bag on the tiled floor to find my lighter. I suck the life out of a cigarette, leaning out of the window to let the evidence escape. I draw the innards out of a second cigarette in four or five inhalations, too. After I am done, after I am calmer, I wrap the ends in a wad of toilet roll and flush the telltale signs that I am a liar. It’s only a little lie, one of action not words, and it’s necessary because now I can talk to him without shouting.


He isn’t in the living room, sprawled on the sofa, angrily flicking through TV stations, as I thought he might be. He isn’t in the dining room, rummaging through our CD collection, looking for something loud and thrashy he can play at full volume to rile the neighbours and hurt my ears. He is in the dark kitchen, standing in front of the open fridge door so he is illuminated by its light, chugging down a beer as though it is water.


‘I can’t believe you did that,’ I say to Mal.


The last of the pale gold liquid slides out of the clear glass bottle and down my husband’s throat. He slams the bottle back on to the shelf in the fridge, hard enough to crack the bottle or the shelf, and reaches for the next beer, twists off the top, flicks the top back into the fridge, puts the glass lip of the bottle to his mouth, starts to gulp. It’s him ignoring me. In the car, I thought I had been ignoring him right back, but now it is obvious that it’s definitely this way around.


‘Don’t you dare ignore me, Mal Wacken. I’m not the one in the wrong here.’


He halts as he tips the bottle to his lips, lowers it and turns to me for the first time. His hooded eyes settle on me but are focused somewhere inside my head, as though he is trying to ransack my mind for information on what makes me tick.


‘I did nothing wrong,’ he states. ‘I simply told the truth.’


‘We agreed—’


‘We agreed I wouldn’t have any contact,’ Mal cuts in. ‘That’s all we agreed. We didn’t say I wasn’t to talk about them. Him.’


He is right, of course. Just because we don’t talk about it, about her, about him, about them, I have assumed that he wouldn’t talk about it at all. To anyone. Not to his mother (who he must have been getting all that information from), to his friends, to his work colleagues, to our friends. The world might know all about Mal’s son and I would be none the wiser. ‘But you didn’t have to do that,’ I insist.


‘Don’t you ever feel guilty, Steph?’ he asks suddenly, the tone of his voice dropping to a low level that makes his words reverberate through me, like a low bass on a speaker moving sound through a body. ‘Don’t you walk around with a huge anvil of guilt sitting just there?’ He presses his beer to the area over his heart. A million times he has silently and vocally asked me that, and every time the same thought flies through my mind: you have no idea how it feels to be me. To feel so guilty all the time that you aren’t sure where you begin and the guilt ends. ‘I never forced you to do anything,’ I reply, deliberately avoiding the question. My guilt is not like an anvil, it is a small, determined, lethal parasite that has gnawed its way through my mind, my body, my heart, my spirit. My guilt has hollowed me out and left me dead inside.


‘I know. It was my choice.’ He clutches the bottle over his heart, a brand of his guilt as well as that anvil. ‘And I’d make the same choice again. I’d always make that choice.’


I move across the room to him, all anger gone. I wrap my arms around him, the bottle, his symbol of remorse, still between us, separating our hearts.


‘There’s something I meant to say to you earlier,’ I tell him, trying to bridge the gap.


‘Yeah?’ he asks, still clutching the bottle between us.


‘It’s a little weird that we both forgot,’ I said.


‘Forgot what?’


‘It’s our anniversary.’


He closes his eyes, exhales deeply. ‘I did forget. With work and everything . . . I’m sorry.’


‘I forgot, too,’ I remind him. ‘If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t have gone to dinner with a lot of other people tonight. I only remembered as we sat down to eat.’ I lower one of my arms, and with my hand I find the space on his body reserved just for me, that only I am allowed to touch in this way. ‘We could always make it up to each other.’ I flatten my hand more firmly against him, but there is no response, his body hasn’t replied that he wants what I am doing to him. I continue talking, keeping my voice low, a suggestive smile on my lips – if I can get him to respond it will be fine. We’ll be fine again. ‘You know how good we are at making things up to each other.’ Nothing. Absolutely nothing from his body. Absolutely nothing from his face: his eyes stare blankly down at me, as though I am a person he does not recognise, as though I am speaking a language he does not understand nor wants to learn. My fingers find his zip and slowly draw it open. He shifts away from me then. Only a fraction, but it tells me his answer very clearly: no.


‘I forgot,’ he repeats, fumbling with his free hand to redo his zip.


‘Happy anniversary, Mal,’ I say, and with a strength I didn’t know I possessed, I keep the tremble of tears out of my voice and off my face.


‘Steph, happy anniversary.’ His lips are brief and distanced as he touches something approximating a kiss on my forehead. He carefully untangles himself from me and leaves me to stand rejected and humiliated in the darkened kitchen.


My fingers curl into my hands, my nails dig into my palms and I close my eyes to stop the panic. Breathe. All I have to do is stand here and breathe. It will be fine, it will be OK if I can breathe.


I know he means it. I know he means it when he says he’d make the same choice again. Between Nova, his oldest friend, and me, he would choose me. Between his son and me, Mal would choose me. Always, he’d choose me.


I know this. But I also know that at no point in the last eight years has Mal said he doesn’t regret the choice he made with every bit of his guilt-heavy heart.











‘Why you crying?’


Mummy was sitting on the sofa with her head in her hands and she was crying. She was crying and crying and crying. She looked up at him and she had a wet face, and funny eyes and she kept crying.


‘Why you crying?’ he asked.


‘Because I’m tired, Leo. I’m really, really tired. The house is a mess, and I don’t know where to start. Amy’s on holiday for another week, so I have to run the café on my own because that girl who was covering for her kept stealing from the till. I’m scared to close my eyes and go to sleep at night because you keep climbing out of your cot and I’m terrified that if you’re not turning on the gas downstairs, you’re going to work out how to unhook the chain and then you’ll disappear out the front door. And I’m sick of doing this on my own. I’m sick of having no one to talk to, no one to rely on, of having to be everything all the time. That’s why I’m crying, Leo, I’m tired.’


He stared at her. Poor Mummy. From the box on the table, he pulled out a tissue. He put it on her arm and held it there, like she did to him when he had a bump and he cried. He held it and held it and then he took it away and kissed her arm.
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