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Chapter One


Greg had warned her that Boston summers were hot, but he never said it would be like this, sweltering and humid – like Bangkok, like suffocation. Joe will boil if she leaves him for long, even with the car doors open. There is a silvery line of drool trailing from the corner of his mouth, a babyish touch on his nine-year-old face, but she resists the urge to wipe it away. She has to look at the house before he wakes up. She has to prepare herself for whatever lies behind this astonishingly unattractive mock Tudor frontage so that she can convey confidence and optimism, show him that this move is a great adventure, not a reckless mistake.


The house is on a corner plot in a wide, deserted street. Its front garden curves round one side of the property, with a wooden swing set and a drive leading down to a garage under the back of the house. Greg described the street as ‘almost a cul-de-sac’, but it is not a cul-de-sac really, it is a curved residential road that joins two other residential roads that lead to more residential roads. She recognizes it all from Greg’s grainy Skype tour, but in the flesh everything looks broader, taller, heftier.


She had imagined them renting a picturesque New England home with white cladding, a wooden porch – a porch swing perhaps – an apple tree and a mailbox with a little red flag. This house has none of those features. It has a porch, but it is red-brick with a pitched roof that dominates the front. The upper half of the building is stucco, hatched with Tudor-style timbers. There are tall, dense, prickly-looking trees, possibly leylandii, separating it from the house next door. Greg is very clear that this place is ‘a find’. Family-sized rentals, he says, are a rarity in a suburb where people buy and stay.


She touches her belly, resting her fingers on its new slopes. This will be their baby’s first home and when they are old they will look back at photos of them all standing on this porch, frozen forever against these dark-red bricks.


*


‘It’s perfect,’ he’d said when he called from Boston to tell her that he’d given the realtor a massive deposit without consulting her, without even emailing her a picture. His face blurred in and out of focus on her phone screen. He was in a public place, probably the cafeteria at Children’s Hospital. She could see people in the background carrying trays or coffee cups, many wearing scrubs. ‘You’re going to love it, Tess, I know you will. There’s a great elementary school, a big park, a cute little main street with a couple of cafés, a bar, an artisan bakery, a market, a yoga studio. It’s all very green and pleasant, absolutely no crime and only twenty minutes from downtown on the freeway. It’s the perfect little town.’


‘I thought it was a suburb?’


‘We call suburbs towns.’


She noted the ‘we’. After fifteen years in London, Greg had seemed to feel no affinity with his homeland. His only remaining American traits were his accent, his handwriting and an ongoing despair at British customer service. But now, suddenly, it was ‘we’.


‘You weren’t answering your mobile, but I had to grab it.’ A baby wailed somewhere near him, an abnormal, plaintive sound, disturbingly thin and off-key. ‘There were three other families due after me this morning; it was going to go. But you’ll love it, honey, I promise. It’s not too far from Children’s – maybe a fifteen-, twenty-minute commute max. There’s three beds, three baths, a big yard for Joe. A ton more space than we have now—’


‘Three baths?’


He grimaced, his eyes half shut, and it took her a moment to realize that the connection had failed, leaving his handsome face frozen in a sinister, pixelated rictus, halfway to a smile.


She had always thought Greg liked her tall house on the outskirts of town, with the cornfield behind it and views of the Downs, improbably green in springtime, lightening to biscuit through summer and, as autumn wore on, darkening and thickening into wintery browns. When he moved in he had been charmed by the sloping floors and the wood-burning stove, her own photographs hanging next to her father’s paintings, shelves crammed with books, old Polaroids tucked behind ceramics, Joe’s pictures peeling off the fridge, things balancing on other things and the light pouring in. He had said he did not want to change a thing.


Her chest tightened at the thought of everything she’d be leaving behind.


‘Greg? Are you still there? Greg?’ But he didn’t respond: FaceTime had definitely hung.


*


She is sweating already as she walks up the path. The effort of moving oxygen into her lungs feels overwhelming, as if a hot hand has closed over her mouth and nose. Close up, the brickwork is haphazard, with some bricks sticking out at angles and some larger than others. She remembers Greg zooming in on this feature in his after-the-fact Skype tour, saying that the technique was fashionable in the 1920s, when the house was built. It looks to her like a structural defect, but he will have read about Massachusetts architecture somewhere, probably when he was at medical school here, and stored this fact away in his massive mental database.


She is going to have to trust him that this house is a find. Perhaps he is picking up cultural nuances that she can’t. The front door looks like something out of a fairy tale: oversized, its dark wood studded with brass. She rifles through her bag for the keys. Somewhere behind her a bird rasps a repetitive ha-ha . . . ha-ha . . . and a mower hums. She feels as if she is hovering above herself, bewildered at how she can possibly be standing here, on the brink of this new life.


The speed of it all has been dizzying. In just a few months she has gone from the secure routines of Joe’s school runs, play-dates and Saturday football, and her own photographic assignments and projects, to estate agents and house movers, flight bookings, school places, visa forms, paediatricians, ‘OB/GYNs’, health insurance, American bank accounts, rental agreements. And now it is done. They are here.


Joe’s school place has been taken by a child from Somerset; a Dutch family will move into their house today; her studio in the collective has been taken by a feminist conceptual artist who fills handbags with lard; and her old Ford is now owned by a maths teacher. This is what death must be like: your space in the world simply closing over, like a pool of water when you lift out your hand. A wave of nausea rises through her: morning sickness, heat, jet lag – perhaps all three.


She really can’t find the keys. She straightens, her head spinning, and looks back at the hire car. It squats like a silver insect, wings spread as if it is about to buzz and hum and take off with Joe inside. Behind it, on the other side of the road, a heavy red-brick house sits on a plot hacked out of the hillside. Steps zigzag up a steep rockery to the front door. She imagines it creaking, heaving, sliding off its foundations and cruising over to flatten the car, the fence, the mock Tudor house, before moving inexorably down the slope, through the leafy streets beyond.


She bends back to her bag, digs deeper. Her T-shirt is sticking between her shoulder blades now, and her jeans have shrink-wrapped themselves to her thighs, the waistband already too tight, even worn low like this, under her belly. At eighteen weeks she is already much bigger than she was at this stage with Joe. She should have travelled in something cooler, but it was raining when they left England, the kind of August day that makes British people dream of emigrating.


Nell was there to wave them off in the taxi – they both knew an airport goodbye would be too hard. ‘Look after yourself,’ Nell’s voice wavered, ‘and Joe – and this baby. I can’t believe I’m not going to be there when it’s born.’


‘Just come and visit soon, OK?’


‘I will.’ Nell pulled back, swiping at tears. ‘And if it doesn’t work out, if for any reason it doesn’t work out, just remember you can always come home. Nothing’s irreversible.’ She stopped herself and tried to smile, pushing back her dark curly hair, the dimples on either side of her mouth deepening. ‘But of course, you know, it’s going to work out just fine! It’ll be great!’


It was the first time that Nell had let any doubts show. Over the past few months she had made a phenomenal effort to be a supportive friend. But from the outside, this whole thing must seem reckless and impulsive.


When she agreed to marry Greg she had not even known him a full four seasons.


For a moment this small fact yawns up at her, exposing the lunacy of standing here, alone and keyless, thousands of miles from home, while he is at a conference in San Diego.


She has been waking at dawn every day lately, her head crowded with doubts about the wisdom of moving Joe, leaving all her work contacts, giving birth in a foreign medical system, in a country in which 90 per cent of the population owns a gun. And as Greg slept next to her, she would try to calm herself by going back over the reasons she had chosen to do this – other than loving Greg.


With David posted to New York, it made sense for Joe to be in the same country as his dad. And it was surely good for any child to experience a different culture. She would build up new photography contacts in America, the hospital had world-class obstetricians and Greg was right, this suburb was officially one of the safest places to live in the whole of the United States. But despite this list, in those early hours, there seemed to be so many possible fracture points, so many things that could go wrong.


She shoves objects around the bottom of her bag. She can picture the key envelope on the kitchen counter as she did the final walk-through this morning. Greg is not flying into Boston until tomorrow. She straightens her shoulders. If she has left the keys at home, then she’ll just have to deal with it. She has a credit card. This is civilization. She imagines getting back into the hire car and driving Joe around, looking for a hotel, motel, B & B, trying to make it all seem like fun.


She glances at her watch. It is mid-afternoon in California. Right now, Greg will be in a room full of cardiac surgeons and he will not hear his phone even if it is switched on. She tips her bag upside down. Tissues and cereal bars spill out on the doormat, a Simpsons comic, her paperback, her scarf, receipts, lipstick, hairbrush, hair ties, hand cream. And then there it is, the smooth envelope. It must have been lying flat on the base of her bag.


KEYS. Greg’s assertive capitals feel somehow accusatory. Get. A. Grip. Tess.


She scrapes everything back into her bag and fits the biggest of the two keys into the lock. It is stiff and she has to wiggle it around.


She pushes open the front door. The harsh scent of cleaning fluid hits the back of her throat and she is thrown straight back – it is the smell of her childhood, of clinics, of institutions; she can feel her father’s warm hand around hers, hear their shoes squeaking as they walk down too-quiet corridors. For a second she stands very still, waiting for these feelings to subside. It has been a long time since this happened. She shuts her eyes.


Then opens them. The hall is cool and dim with white tiles, white walls, a steep wooden staircase ahead, a vast, parquet-floored room on her right with a wide brass fireplace, another room – a dining room – on her left and a tiled corridor leading past the stairs to the back of the house, presumably to the kitchen. Hot air is seeping in behind her. Joe really will boil in the car. She has to get him out.


She turns and steps back through the porch and out again into the heat, blinking under the white sun. She hurries back down the path away from the silent, waiting house with all the empty, disinfected rooms that she has yet to enter.









Chapter Two


Greg calls from San Diego as she is brushing her teeth in the pink and grey en suite. His voice is pumped with conference adrenalin, fast and staccato. ‘Hey! Honey! You made it. You found the house OK? The directions worked? What do you think?’


‘It’s . . . I don’t know, it feels very weird right now, all empty and echoey. It’s so big – it’s enormous, Greg.’ She looks at herself in the bathroom mirror: ghostly, shadow-eyed, lips white from toothpaste, hair scraped back, neck crooked to the phone.


‘I know, right? Space at last!’


‘It just feels a bit odd here without you.’


‘Of course it does, it’s bound to. I miss you so much, Tess. I should be there with you – first night, no furniture, no me. I don’t like to think of you and Joe alone there like this. I really wish you’d checked into a hotel.’


‘I know, I kind of wish I had now too. You were right. So how’s the American Heart Association?’


‘Fine – full on. Shit, dammit, sorry – someone’s . . .’


She hears a woman’s voice, but can’t make out any words. ‘Greg?’


His voice has muffled. She pictures him standing in a conference centre lobby, tall and handsome in his dark suit, next to yucca plants or a little marble fountain – and then he is back. ‘Sorry, sorry. I have to go right now, someone’s here that I have to talk to . . . I love you, OK? I love you so much – I’ll be there first thing tomorrow. Sleep tight. See you tomorrow. Stay safe.’


‘Wait. I can’t remember what time your flight—’


But he is gone.


*


There are no blinds or curtains anywhere on the top floor and even though she knows that nobody can see her as she climbs onto the blow-up mattress with the lights off, she can’t quite shake off the feeling of exposure.


The cloying heat envelops her body. Cicadas tick rapidly in the trees outside, like the mechanism of a wind-up toy – she wasn’t expecting cicadas in the suburbs – and somewhere in the distance she hears an anguished yipping, yowling sound. Shadows spread from the corners, swelling from the walk-in closet and the en suite, as if her loneliness has burst out of her to fill the room with its dark, inappropriate blooms.


Something is rustling below the window, somewhere in the trees and shrubs that divide this house from its neighbour. It sounds big. She sits up, unsteadily. The rustling stops and the rattle of the cicadas rises up again.


It feels wrong to have Joe across the landing in his own room, but he insisted – showing a new streak of independence that she had not expected in such a strange situation. Perhaps he is instinctively distancing himself to make room for the baby. If so, she is not ready for that. He is only nine years old. He is still her baby really.


They waited until after the twelve-week scan to tell him, and his reaction was thoughtful, if slightly concerned, as if they had announced that a distant relative was coming to stay.


‘Is it a boy?’ He didn’t even look up from his Lego.


‘We don’t know yet, love.’


‘When will it be born?’ He pressed a brick back into his Lego ambulance.


‘In the middle of January, after Christmas, when we’re in America.’


‘Will it have to share my new room?’


‘No, buddy,’ Greg said, ‘you’re going to have your very own room, way bigger than your room here.’


‘But then where will the baby sleep?’


‘Well, at first it will be in with me and Greg.’ She reached out and stroked his hair off his forehead. ‘Like you were, when you were little. And then it’ll go in its own cot in a bedroom of its own, next to yours.’


He had not wanted to talk about the baby since then. Whenever she mentioned it, he looked politely uninterested and changed the subject. Sometimes she wonders if he is picking up on Greg’s feelings, their deep, subconscious male brains siding against this tiny interloper.


*


When she told Greg she was pregnant, he was bending down to pull on a sock, and it was as if someone had pressed a pause button. She watched the smooth strips of muscle across his back quiver as he lowered his foot, then turned to face her. His dark hair, still wet from the shower, was swept back from his forehead, giving his face a looming severity.


She held up the test stick.


‘Jesus. How is this possible?’ he said. ‘You’re on the pill.’


‘You’re the doctor, you tell me.’ She tried to laugh, but it didn’t quite work. She was expecting shock, but not this – not accusation. Suddenly she felt as if she were teetering above a dark space, knowing she must fall, but not knowing how far.


Greg sat down, heavily, on the bed next to her, staring straight ahead. ‘Wow,’ he said, in an odd, flat voice. ‘Tess. I mean . . . Shit.’


‘I didn’t plan this,’ she said. ‘I have no idea how this has happened.’


He took her hand then, as if realizing how unfair he was being. ‘God, no – I know. I know, but . . . Jesus, Tess. What do you want to do?’


She pulled her hand away. ‘What do you mean, what do I want to do?’


‘Well, it’s early, right? We have options.’


‘Are you talking about abortion?’


‘Termination is one choice.’


She felt the anger rise inside her and got off the bed, standing in her pyjamas, staring down at him. ‘How could that be your first thought?’


‘But we were both very clear,’ he said. ‘We weren’t going to have a baby.’


‘I didn’t plan this, Greg!’


‘No, I know you didn’t.’


‘Then . . .’


He looked at his watch suddenly. ‘Fuck, Tess – if I don’t go now, I’m going to miss the train.’ He stood up, facing her, reaching out his hand, his voice rising. It was not his fault. She had chosen a very bad moment to tell him. Fifty miles away, in London, sick children were waiting for him. He could not miss the London train that morning, even for this.


He yanked on a shirt. ‘Listen – we’ll talk about this later. I love you. I’m sorry – this is shock, that’s all; you must be in shock too . . . This is not . . . we didn’t . . . Look I’ll call you later, when I’m done – OK? I love you.’ He leaned down and kissed her on the mouth, looking into her eyes for a second, before pulling away. His fingers moved swiftly down the buttons of his shirt. ‘We’ll figure this out,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘We’ll talk tonight.’


But they didn’t talk properly that night because when he came home he had been contacted about the Boston job and he was elated, towering. It was an honour, an astounding opportunity. He had never planned to go back to the States, but Children’s had one of the best paediatric cardiology programmes in the world, and a faculty position at Harvard Medical School – he’d be insane not to at least consider this, to fly out there and meet with them.


And now, just three months later, the job is secured, the move has happened, but the existence of this baby still feels subtly fraught. They don’t seem to be able to talk about how they feel. Instead they talk about practicalities: setting up antenatal care, the obstetrician – ‘OB/GYN’ – whom Greg knew at medical school, the choice of maternity care, the dates of all the check-ups and scans, her physical sensations. What they never discuss is the actual baby – their child – who will be born in less than five months, changing their lives forever.


*


There is the sound again below the window – the rustling noise. She stiffens. The Boston Marathon bombers were gunned down in a leafy street just a couple of miles away. One was found bleeding in a boat in someone’s backyard only fifteen minutes’ drive from this house. She imagines what Greg’s reaction would be if she were to admit that she was worried about fugitives in the shrubbery. When you spend your days treating gravely ill children, this sort of fear must seem pointlessly self-indulgent. She hears the yipping, yowling again – a dog, a coyote? – and the distant hum of traffic, the neutral buzz of lives stretching out for miles in all directions.


‘Fuck you!’


She jumps.


‘No. I mean it, really, fuck you!’ It is a man’s voice, close by. He spits each word. She sits up, the mattress swaying beneath her.


‘I am not going to take this manipulative shit from you. Not again.’


He sounds as if he is standing below her window, but of course he must be in the house next door.


‘Wait – are you laughing at me now? Are you actually laughing? Seriously? I know what you’re doing and I’m not going to take this again – I mean it, no fucking way, not again.’


Then she hears a woman’s voice. She can’t make out words, just a low, persistent monotone. A door slams then, and she hears footsteps on a path, a car door, an engine, tyres on tarmac, passing the front of the house, growling round the corner and vanishing into the streets beyond.


If Greg were next to her on the blow-up mattress, they’d probably grab each other and laugh. She kneels up and peers over the window ledge. The neighbours’ house is shielded by the jagged trees, but through the network of branches she can just see into their kitchen. There are hanging copper pots and wooden cabinets, green mosaic tiles, shelves of cookbooks, a stainless-steel blender, photos on the fridge door – there are children in the house. She hopes that they are sleeping.


And then a figure appears at the kitchen window: a woman’s face, round and pale, lit from above, features blurred, eyes like coals, hair massed on her shoulders. She stares out as if she is looking for something, or someone, in the trees – or perhaps in their downstairs rooms.


Tess lies back on the blow-up bed and pulls the sheet over herself, even though she is too hot. Greg was right: it was a spectacularly bad idea to spend the first night here alone. It had seemed silly to pay extra for a hotel when they had this huge expensive house just sitting empty, but now she can see that this is not a good start. When his conference date changed she should have booked into a hotel. They should be starting this life together.


She feels a sudden wave of longing for him, to feel his arms around her, his body weighing down the mattress next to her. She is used to his absences and, before she met him – not so long ago really – to being alone with Joe. Usually when Greg is away she misses his company, his conversation, his laugher, his touch, but a part of her expands contentedly into the space that he has left. Tonight feels different. Right now the longing is uncomfortable and uneasy, a metallic taste in the mouth, an ache behind the breastbone. She recognizes this feeling from long ago; a crumpled letter from childhood shoved beneath the door.


She glances at the clock. She has now been awake for almost twenty-four hours. No wonder she is feeling insecure. The man next door sounded positively demented. It occurs to her that she and Greg have never had a full-blown argument like that. Greg saves his passion for sex, and she certainly has no taste for hysterics. Nell and Ken, married for eighteen years, yell at each other openly, shamelessly, even in front of her sometimes, but they forget about it moments later, and while there is outrage and frustration in their voices, there is never menace or hatred.


She hears the metallic clang of a window closing. All couples fight: fighting is normal. She and Greg will fight one day too, and when he does unleash his anger it will be impressive, she is sure of that.


She knows the darker side to Greg. The damage from what happened to him as a teenager manifests itself sometimes in introverted silences or the need to exert control. But this is what drew her to him in the first place. She had felt a vulnerability in him the first time they met, when she looked at him through the camera lens and, beyond the handsome architecture of his face, caught something haunted and pent-up. She fell in love with him because of it. Maybe the fragile part of her recognized something similar inside him. She felt as if she knew his secrets.


The mattress undulates as she shifts onto her side. She closes her eyes, feeling nauseous again – travel-sick, homesick, heartsick, morning-sick, night-sick. The only thing to do is sleep, but sleep will not come, even though in England it is now dawn. She turns over and feels the baby flutter like a moth deep in the velvet darkness of her womb.


*


She wakes to the same repetitive bird she heard the evening before, a rasping, rhythmic sound like mocking laughter. Sunlight, diffused by the leaves outside the window, throws watery shapes across the hardwood floor. She is staring at a ceiling fan that somehow – God only knows how – she failed to notice the night before. She could have had it turning all night instead of sweltering on the rubber mattress. Her sheets are tangled and damp. She is thirsty, queasy and her head aches. She gulps lukewarm water from the glass next to the bed. She urgently needs to pee.


‘Joey?’ Her voice echoes off the ceiling as she wobbles up off the mattress. She pulls a pair of drawstring linen trousers out of her suitcase, along with some underwear and one of the expensive T-shirts that Greg bought her before they came. He brought them back from Boston in a Nordstrom bag, four, in different colours, tissue-paper thin.


‘You’re going to need lightweight things,’ he said. He seemed to have forgotten the reality of her changing body. Already the T-shirts are almost indecent over her swelling breasts and in just few weeks they will be riding up on her belly, unwearable. But she pulls on the white one, glad, for now, of its lightness against her hot skin.


‘Joey? Where are you?’


‘I’m here.’ His voice is high and echoey, coming, she thinks, from the kitchen.


*


The en suite is so cramped you can almost touch the sink from the toilet. As she pees, she notices a dark crack in the ceramic. She peers closer, but it is not a crack, it is a single hair, very long – nothing like her own fine, wavy, shoulder-length blonde hair. She holds it up between her finger and thumb then drops it into the sink, turning on the tap. It clings to the shining side. She gets off the loo and swirls the water so that the hair is sucked down the plughole.


The empty stairwell amplifies the slap of her flip-flops. She tries to ignore the smell of cleaning fluids. She will wash the floors today to dilute it before the container lorry arrives.


Joe is at the breakfast bar with the iPad. Greg must have fixed up Wi-Fi on one of his preparatory visits. He looks solid and definite and her chest unclenches at the sight of him. She kisses his head, but he doesn’t look up. At home it would have depressed her to see him plugged in like this with the sun shining outside, but today any predictability feels welcome. You could take him to the top of the Empire State Building or dangle him over Niagara Falls and he would still pull out a screen.


‘What time did you wake up, love?’


‘I don’t have a clock.’ His tawny hair sticks up in waves and hillocks, his T-shirt is inside out, his hazel eyes wide and accusatory. ‘You didn’t pack my alarm clock.’


‘No, I did – it’s in your bag . . .’ She stops herself. There is no point in arguing with a displaced and jet-lagged nine-year-old. ‘You know all our stuff is arriving this afternoon, don’t you?’


She needs to walk around and decide where everything will go. She can already see that their furniture will not fill even half the space in this house. ‘It’s coming in a huge container, all our furniture and your clothes and toys and all our books, everything we packed up six weeks ago in England has travelled all the way across the Atlantic Ocean to here.’


Joe still doesn’t look up from his screen. He is a small, round-faced version of David, and when he is concentrating like this, he not only looks like his dad – even-featured, solidly built – he feels like him, self-contained and absorbed in something to which she has no access.


‘Maybe we should call your dad and tell him you’ve arrived?’


‘Is Dad coming?’ He looks up. ‘Today?’


‘Oh, no, love, not today, no. He’s working away, remember, he told you? But he’s going to come the moment he’s back – in about three weeks, he thinks. I know he can’t wait to see you. He wishes he could come sooner.’


Joe’s face falls. She shouldn’t have said anything. Just because David is now based in New York does not mean that he is actually there. He will still spend most of his time travelling. She can’t even remember where he said he was going this time – Kigali? Mogadishu? Baghdad?


‘Greg’s plane gets in soon though,’ she says. But Joe is engrossed in his game again and does not even look up.


Greg has decided not to be pushy, but she sometimes wonders if he is any different with Joe than he is with his patients. He is genial, kind and approachable, but always slightly detached. But perhaps that’s unfair – it’s early days and Greg has been away so much lately, criss-crossing the Atlantic, setting things up, finishing off at Great Ormond Street. It is too much to expect him to have bonded with Joe. But surely this baby will change that. This baby is their shared biological tie. When it is born it will knit them all together.


A trilling sound fills the kitchen, making them both jump and look at each other, big-eyed. She spots a cordless phone next to the fridge. She didn’t know it was connected – Greg didn’t say; she doesn’t even know their number here. She picks it up. ‘Hello?’


There is a hollow buzz.


‘Hello?’ She waits. ‘Hello?’ The back of her neck begins to tingle. She can feel someone there, behind the white noise, listening but saying nothing.


‘Greg?’ she says. ‘Greg? Is that you?’


There is a click and the line goes dead. She replaces the handset.


‘Who was it?’ Joe asks.


‘Oh, nothing, nobody at all.’ She tries to sound breezy. ‘Just a wrong number.’


‘Can I have something to eat? I’m hungry.’


‘OK, I know, me too. Breakfast!’


She shakes herself back into action, opening the cupboard above a shining Gaggia espresso machine that still has its tags on. The cupboard contains two plates, two cups, two glasses, a pouch of disposable cutlery and a new, serrated kitchen knife. A Post-it has fallen off the door – she picks it up.


Bagels, butter, milk and jam in fridge.


His writing is not a doctor’s scrawl; it is clear and neat with each line, angle and curl thoughtfully spaced. There are no kisses or ‘love you’s’ – but that doesn’t matter. He has thought of everything they’ll need for their first morning, until their belongings arrive. A small part of her love for him, she knows, is rooted in his no-nonsense practicality, his efficiency – perhaps in simple gratitude that he is so unlike David.


David was useless in practical terms but prone to expansive, romantic gestures. Once, when Joe was eight months old, he showed up after six weeks in the Sudan with tickets to the Opera in Verona. They couldn’t afford the flights. Before Joe was born she would take this sort of thing in her stride, but at home with a new baby, the finances and practicalities throttled the romance and David’s absences began to feel wilful and irresponsible. Nell has teased her about choosing another man whose profession takes him away a lot, and perhaps unconsciously that is what she’s done. But Greg’s way of loving – generous, fiercely organized, protective – never feels careless, and his absences are usually brief.


Sunlight pours through the French windows making the steel appliances gleam. She opens a few cupboards. There are, of course, no supplies yet – no herbs and spices, flour, baking powder, salt or pepper or cling film or paper towels or sponges. Without this domestic infrastructure, the kitchen feels precarious, like a film set that could be dismantled at any moment.


The shippers are due to call with their estimated arrival time. It will feel better once their things are here. In the end, almost all the packing and organization had fallen to her because Greg was going back and forth between London and Boston, trying to sort out the job and the house. Other than the paperwork – which was substantial – his main contribution to packing had been to bring his four sealed boxes down from the attic and stack them in the hall.


The boxes were not labelled, but she recognized them from when he had moved in. They contained his old university things, some visa paperwork and essential documents like his birth certificate. They are wrapped in masking tape and it is clear that he does not want them opened so she got the movers to put them in crates marked ‘basement storage’. If Greg wanted to carry four sealed boxes wherever he went, that was his business.


She slices bagels and slides them into the toaster. Then she texts Nell:




We are here! All very odd. Huge, empty house. CICADAS. Wild foxes/coyotes/dogs. Fridge you could live in. Shouting neighbours in the night. What on earth have I done? Xx





Alongside the kitchen there is a deck. It is painted white, peeling in places, shaded by the towering leylandii that divide their house from the neighbours’. She fiddles with the locks and hauls the French windows open. A mesh bug-screen stays in place. She drags this back too and it wobbles on its castors. The air smells of cut grass and summer holidays. It is warm and muggy, even this early in the morning. She peers through the branches into the neighbours’ backyard. It is modest for such a large house, mostly paved, with shrubs and woodchips but no flower beds.


She can see a low wooden building at the back with floor-to-ceiling windows. She is leaning over the railings to get a better look when her eye catches a movement by the house. It takes a moment for her to understand what she is looking at.


The woman is leaning against the wall, camouflaged by shadows. Her long hair is loose, and she is wearing a vest top and yoga pants with her arms folded, holding a mug. She is staring over, but her round face is unsmiling.


Tess feels a tiny shiver pass across her skin and turns, walking to the furthest end of the deck, gripping the railings and looking down over the driveway at the back of the house. There is a basketball hoop.


Maybe she should have waved or called out hello, but there was something in the woman’s stillness that suggested an almost targeted hostility. She remembers her face at the kitchen window in the middle of the night, unnaturally still, as if watching for movement in the downstairs rooms. She takes in a lungful of humid air. The neighbours’ marital problems are nothing to do with her.


She looks at the branches of the trees. The house doesn’t feel like part of a massive suburban sprawl, with the cut-grass smells, the birdsong, the whispering leaves all around. She tries to imagine Joe playing basketball in this driveway with new friends. And then, tentatively, as if biting into a potentially unripe fruit, she imagines sitting here, on this deck, with her new baby. She can feel the weight of its dense little body, tiny fingers curled around hers, hair so soft that it seems imaginary, and that new-baby smell – of green shoots, sweet dough. But of course when this baby is born she won’t be sitting out here, because it will be January, the dead of winter. And Boston winters, Greg has warned her, are brutal.


She feels a faint flickering in her belly and closes both hands over it. She is beginning to feel the baby, even at eighteen weeks, but perhaps it is unfair to expect Greg to connect with it. He was adamant from the start that he didn’t want to be a father. He even mentioned it the first time he told her he loved her, as if the two statements were inseparable.


They were on the late train back from London, maybe a month after they had met; the carriage was empty and he held her chin and looked into her eyes. ‘I’m completely in love with you,’ he said. And it hadn’t seemed ridiculous, because she felt it too. They fitted together beneath the surface; she already knew that she belonged with him and nobody else. Then he said, gently but firmly, ‘I’m happy to have Joe in my life but I don’t want another child. Is that going to be a problem for you?’


She’d kissed him and reassured him that she was happy just with Joe too. When Joe was smaller she’d wanted another baby – she felt guilty that he didn’t have a sibling; she didn’t want him to feel the sort of loneliness or responsibility for a parent that she had felt as a child – but then David left, and gradually that longing passed and then they’d been content, just the two of them. But sometimes, now, she wonders what would have happened on the train if, instead of kissing Greg, she had pulled away, shaken her head, said that she did want another baby, that she longed for one – that she wanted his baby. Would he have pulled away too? Changed his mind? Stopped loving her?


She thinks of the twelve-week scan, when they held hands while the sonographer picked out a hand with tiny, identifiable fingers, the tight plait of a spine, a jawbone, a nose, two sharp leg-bones and then, in the darkness, the squeezing knot of a heart. As she watched the map of their baby take shape on the screen all her doubts evaporated and she felt a rush of pure love – of joy. But Greg said nothing. She wanted to believe that he was overwhelmed too, feeling the same things, but she wasn’t sure. When the sonographer zoomed in on the baby’s heart again, clicking, taking stills and measurements, Greg stepped closer, scrutinizing the images for abnormalities.


He will come round when he holds this baby in his arms for the first time. He has held thousands of infants but never his own – he has no idea how powerful it is to look down at your baby’s face for the first time. She hears her phone beep in the kitchen: a text – Nell probably. Joe will be waiting for a bagel. She walks back down the deck, keeping her eyes fixed forward. Her neck tingles as she steps inside. She knows she is being watched.


*


After breakfast, she goes onto the front porch. Greg said there were families in the street, but it is the end of the summer holidays, gone eight in the morning, and the lawns are empty and silent except for the whirr and hiss of sprinklers. There are no flower beds, only shrubs and rockeries and mown grass. Theirs, she realizes, is the only house with a fence.


A lawnmower buzzes nearby and sunlight bounces off the windowpanes. She lifts a hand to shield her eyes. Perhaps the neighbours are looking out at her right now – but it is impossible to tell. She walks over to the fence and peers back at the house next door. It is a proper New England Arts and Crafts home with wooden cladding painted a subtle green, a full-length porch and – yes – a porch swing. Just the sort of house she’d imagined living in. All the blinds are drawn.


Then the front door bursts open. She shrinks back so that she is almost inside a tall shrub, then parts the branches and peers through. A man is on the porch, with a satchel, cropped brown hair. ‘Girls!’ he yells over his shoulder. ‘Now!’ His voice is unmistakable, but it is more impatient than angry today. She watches him hop down the steps, pulling out a mobile and scrolling through messages as he beeps open the locks of a car she can’t see. He is wearing a pressed blue shirt and khakis, no tie. He is average size, attractive, clean-cut. She wonders what time he came back last night, and where he went after yelling at his wife.


He glances up, as if he has sensed her, and she shrinks back. The leaves are prickly, a branch is digging into her ribcage and dust coats her lips and eyelids. She moves her leg and a twig catches her ankle, then something trails across her face. She swipes up a hand and pulls something sticky off her cheek – a big, brown, flickering spider drops down the front of her T-shirt. She jerks away, yanking herself off the branch, hearing the fabric rip; bits fall out as she flaps her shirt. A silver people carrier is reversing out of the next-door driveway, and she finds herself standing by its open passenger window.


‘Hey.’ The man leans over the passenger seat, grinning. ‘Everything OK?’


‘I was . . . I was just . . .’ She brushes herself down, unable to think of a reasonable explanation for hiding in a shrub. ‘We just moved in.’


‘Oh, you’re English! I think I’ve seen your husband coming and going a few times – at least, I assume he’s your husband? Tall, dark hair?’


‘Yes, that’s Greg. He’s been out here setting things up.’


His smile stiffens. ‘My wife’s met him.’


Greg talked about signing the lease, getting keys, doing inventories with the realtor, blowing up mattresses, but he never mentioned meeting the neighbours.


‘Well, I’m Josh.’


‘Tess.’


‘Nice to meet you, Tess. Welcome to the neighbourhood. And now I have to get my girls to music camp.’


She steps back and he reverses fully into the street, yelling to his girls through his open window.


She walks over to the swing set and perches on it. There is a triangular rip in the expensive white fabric of her T-shirt and it is smeared with dirt. She rocks, anchored by her toes, turning her face to the sky. Her ankle stings where the twig scratched it. This does not feel like a good start. A cloud floats across the sun and small dark birds swoop to and fro as if lost.


‘Hello, beautiful!’


She opens her eyes. Greg is striding across the lawn, his shirt a broad white sail against the sea of grass. She leaps off the swing and he drops his bags, catching her in his arms, pulling her against him. She smells the staleness of airports on him, feels the warmth of his chest beneath the crisp cotton and presses her nose into the crook of his neck where he only smells of himself. He pulls back, they look at each other at arm’s length, holding hands in the sunlight, and everything feels energized again, full and round and back in its rightful place.









Chapter Three


It has only been four weeks, but already this is the time of day she dreads the most. The women gather in sub-groups, holding travel mugs, wearing Lycra and Nikes, khakis and loafers, embracing, calling out to each other across the playground, making arrangements, sharing frustrations, information and stories as their eyes skim over her.


She has never enjoyed the school gate, even at home. Nell, a member of the PTA, used to try to co-opt her into organizing cake stalls, quiz nights and promises auctions, but even she gave up eventually. ‘You’re just not a joiner,’ she’d said, ‘are you? You’re a lone wolf.’


But this level of discomfort is something else entirely. It is like being a gatecrasher at a party you never wanted to attend. The only other person standing alone is a woman in an ice-blue shift dress, on the edge of the playground. Tess squints through the sun and realizes it is the next-door neighbour, Helena.


She looks more groomed than she did at 5.30 this morning, when she was outside their house, talking to Greg.


Tess had woken up much earlier than usual, starving, with not a trace of nausea. She got up and rolled up the new blinds in the bedroom to find the street below bathed in rosy dawn light – and there was Greg, in running gear, with this woman. Her thick hair was in a ponytail, her body curved but athletic, and as the two of them talked, she raised her chin and ran both hands over her hair in a gesture that lifted her breasts in their Lycra vest. Greg glanced, then looked away.


When she heard the front door open she went downstairs.


‘Hey – what are you doing up?’ Greg said. ‘It’s not even six.’


‘I don’t know, I woke up starving. Was that our neighbour?’


‘Out there? Yeah.’


‘Did you run together?’


‘What? No.’ He kicked off his trainers.


‘Is she nice?’


‘You haven’t met her yet?’


‘Well, I’ve seen her a few times, but we haven’t actually spoken.’


He turned away to put his trainers into the hall cupboard. ‘You should go say hi, she’s pretty friendly. She’s called Helena, she’s a doctor; her kids are at Joe’s school.’ He kissed her briefly on the mouth, then slipped past her, up the stairs, to the shower.


She tries to make eye contact across the playground, but Helena is typing into her phone, tapping one heel, leaning her shoulder on the knee of the sinister Humpty-Dumpty carving on the side of the school building. It is a vast, bulbous stone figure, the sort of thing first-graders must have nightmares about. Its grey eyes follow Tess as she crosses the playground.


She is almost there when a chubby girl, around seven years old, runs past her – Helena’s youngest. Helena looks up, says something sharply to her daughter, puts away her phone and strides towards her silver Prius with the little girl trailing behind, dragging a Hello Kitty backpack. As she reaches the car, Helena looks back at Tess. Their eyes meet, Tess raises a hand, but Helena gives no sign of recognition. She gets into the car and slams the door.


Tess turns back to the school, feeling her face flare. The snub was so obvious she can feel the other mothers staring openly now. More children are pouring out of the double doors. She tries to collect herself because Joe is going to emerge any moment, pale and wall-eyed. A couple of times lately he has thrown his backpack at her feet and taken off across the park towards the house.


And here he is, with a face as white as the puff of cloud above the red-brick building. She lifts a hand and although she knows that he has seen her, he doesn’t wave back, he just skims past, face closed, neck tight. She follows him over the road and into the park. Other children scamper in the sunshine, shouting, throwing baseballs and footballs, but Joe marches away. His arms are stiff by his sides, his backpack humps against his spine; he looks very small. She wants to run after him and fold her arms around him and hold him tight, protect him against this unhappiness and stress, but she knows that if she tries to catch up he’ll only go faster. Two women glance at her, smile glassily and murmur to each other as she passes.


When she gets to the house she can’t see Joe, but a woman with a peroxide ponytail is standing on the porch, holding a huge plate of cookies. Her athletic legs, in cut-offs, are tanned, with veins creeping up the calves like vines.


‘Hey! I’m Sandra Schechter, I live right across the street.’ She shows large, well-organized teeth, nodding at the tall house opposite. ‘I feel so bad for not coming over before – I’ve been travelling for work, you know how it is – but I brought you a little belated “welcome to the neighbourhood” gift.’


‘Oh, thank you, this is so kind.’ Tess takes the plate. It is decorated with stars and stripes and contains enough cookies to feed forty people.


‘It’s nothing!’ Sandra’s eyes are kind. ‘I’m just sorry it’s taken me so long to come over and say hi. How’re you guys settling in?’


Inside the house the phone starts to ring. It does this around the same time every day. Greg, Nell and the obstetrician are the only people who have their home number, but when she picks up the line is invariably dead.


‘You’re from England, right? Oh my goodness, we just love England! We were in London last year for my niece’s wedding . . .’


Then she remembers the phone ringing late last night, when she was almost asleep. Down in the kitchen she heard Greg answer it and say something in a low voice, then hang up. When he came up she’d surfaced from her half sleep to ask who was calling.


‘Nobody. Wrong number.’ He pulled his T-shirt off over his head, obscuring his face. ‘Go back to sleep.’


The answerphone clicks in now; she hears the distant burr of her own voice asking the caller to leave a message.


‘I have to go get Kevin from the after-school programme in a few minutes,’ Sandra is saying, ‘and drive him to his therapist, but I just wanted to, you know, stop by, say hi, let you know that I’m usually around Fridays if you need anything. It must be a little lonely as an at-home mom in a new place? Or are you working?’


‘Well, sort of, yes. I’m a photographer. I’m trying to finish a book.’


‘Oh, wow! A book? What’s it about?’


‘It’s for a charity back in Britain, it’s part of a campaign to support organ donation.’


‘Transplants?’ Sandra’s smile drops. ‘You’re photographing transplants?’


‘No, no, well, not the actual surgeries. I’m taking pictures of hands – the hands of everyone involved in the donor process: doctors, nurses, the donor families, recipients. The book’s called Hand in Hand. It’s to raise awareness and get people to sign up to the donor register.’


Sandra nods, looking slightly queasy.


‘I need to get it finished before my baby’s born.’


‘Oh!’ The smile lights back up. ‘I did wonder if you were . . . but you know what it’s like, I didn’t want to say anything, just in case! You never know, right? When’s it due?’


‘Mid-January.’ She hears Joe’s backpack snagging on the brickwork somewhere behind the shrubs.


‘You play tennis, Tess?’


‘Tennis? Sorry, no, I don’t.’


‘Oh, that’s a shame. You could have joined us – me and some other moms play every Friday morning at the Y. I played right through my pregnancies – even with the twins.’ Sandra glances around the front yard. ‘I guess your son’s in the after-school programme too?’


‘Oh, no, actually, Joe’s here somewhere. He just . . . he likes to run ahead.’


‘He does? What grade is he?’


‘Fourth.’


‘Well, that’s great. Kevin’s in third grade and our twins, Parker and Dane, are at middle school; they’re fourteen. You’ve probably seen them around.’


‘I’m not sure. I’ve seen your husband in his car once or twice though, and a young woman dropping Kevin off at school.’


‘Oh, sure, that’s Delia, our nanny. Mike would have come by himself to say hi, but you know how it is. He’s in finance – he works long hours.’


‘Don’t worry, Greg’s the same.’


‘Oh, yes, your husband. I’ve seen him out running with Helena a few times. They go super-early, don’t they? Doctors’ hours.’


The late September sun suddenly feels as if it is burning her scalp. Her mouth has gone dry, her armpits feel slippery, her hairline damp.


‘What kind of a doctor is Greg?’


‘He’s a paediatric heart surgeon.’


‘A baby heart doctor? Oh my! Wow! That’s amazing.’ Sandra becomes more focused, stepping closer. ‘Listen, let’s get you over, introduce you to some of the neighbours. Soon – OK?’


‘That’d be lovely.’


‘It’s a plan then!’ Sandra steps back, as if it is. ‘Right, now, I’ll be late if I don’t go. Nice talking to you, Tess.’


*


Joe slips out of the shrubbery as soon as Sandra is gone: a small, feral creature with leaves in his hair.


‘Look!’ She lowers the plate. ‘Cookies!’


He grabs one, but doesn’t follow her to the door. She has to force herself not to try to hug him or kiss his freckled face. He won’t let her do that yet. He can’t be rushed or chivvied after school – he needs to decompress.


‘How about some milk to go with that?’ She goes inside leaving the door open for him to follow.


She puts her bag on the dining-room table, shoving a stack of Greg’s files to make room for the cookie plate, but they topple and slide off the edge, scattering across the parquet, knocking over a small recycling bin.


She puts the plate down and gets onto her knees, scraping the papers up, stretching under the table to scoop the recycling back into the bin. Greg is normally meticulous about his paperwork, but he is working ridiculous hours – no wonder he has let things slip. She reaches for a stray sheet of paper and smooths it out, not sure if it was meant for the recycling.


There are just three short sentences, in tight, looping handwriting, unsigned.


*


I saw your picture.


Years have passed, but I’d recognize your face anywhere.


I STILL SEE YOU IN MY NIGHTMARES.









Chapter Four


The next morning when she goes downstairs, Greg is at the kitchen sink, rinsing out a bowl. He hears her and turns – his face is drawn but alert, as if he’s been waiting for her. Through the window behind him she sees a gust of wind fling small orange leaves at the mottled sky.


She goes over and kisses him. ‘When did you get home last night? I waited and waited but I must have fallen asleep; I didn’t even hear you come in.’ She rubs her eyes and glances at the kitchen clock. ‘Wait – it’s 7.30; why are you’re still here?”


Usually, by this time, he’d have had his run, his shower, and been at the hospital for an hour, preparing for the weekly conference, going through the procedures he has scheduled for that day, catching up on paperwork. But he is still in pyjama bottoms and a grey T-shirt.


‘I’m going in a little later today.’ His eyes look sunken, his face is rumpled, his olive skin unusually pallid. She wonders if he has slept at all.


‘Are you OK?’ she says.


‘What?’ He places the bowl carefully on the draining board. ‘No, no, I’m fine.’


She remembers the note then, goes to get it from the wire tray by the toaster. She unfolds it and slides it across the countertop. ‘Look. This is why I was waiting up for you – didn’t you get my voicemail yesterday? I found this with your recycling. What on earth is it?’
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