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PART I


LEO & EMMA










Prologue


We walked north, separated from the main sweep of the beach by kelp beds and rippling tidepools. The sea was a field of white crests and the few clouds in the sky moved fast, throwing spiral shadows across the sand.


It felt good for the two of us to be here, in this liminal place where the land shelved into the sea. This realm wasn’t ours. It belonged to the sea stars and limpets, the anemones and hermit crabs. Nobody noticed our togetherness; nobody cared.


It rained for a while and we sat in a shack hidden in the dunes, eating sandwiches. There were middens of dried sheep droppings in the corners and the rain drummed on the roof like gunfire. It was the perfect sanctuary. A place just for us.


We talked easily, as weather systems tore back and forth across the beach below. In my heart, hope grew.


We spotted the crab skeleton at the far end of the beach, soon after our picnic lunch. Medium-sized, dead, alone on the strandline amid deposits of driftwood and dried spiral wrack. There were razor shell fragments stuck to its abdomen, a bleached twist of trawler net hooked around a lifeless antenna, and peculiar, signal-red spots on its body and claws.


Tired now, I sat down to examine it properly. Four distinct spines crossed its carapace. Its claws were covered in bristles.


I looked into its unseeing eyes, trying to imagine where it might have travelled from. I’d read that crabs rafted longdistance on all sorts of vessels – pieces of plastic, hunks of seaweed, even the barnacled hulls of cargo ships. For all I knew this creature could have travelled from Polynesia, surviving thousands of miles just for the chance to die on a Northumbrian beach.


I should take some photographs. My tutors would know what it was.


But as I reached into my bag for my camera, my vision took a sudden pitch. Light-headedness dropped like marine fog and I had to stay still, hunched over, until it passed.


‘Low blood pressure,’ I said, when I was able to straighten up. ‘Had it since I was a kid.’


We turned back to the crab. I got up onto hands and knees and photographed it from every angle.


The dizziness returned as I put my camera away, although this time it ebbed and flowed, imitating the waves. Pain was beginning to gather in my back, accompanied by a darker, more powerful sensation near my ribs. I knelt down again, tucking my hands in my lap, and the dizziness billowed.


I counted to ten. Murmured words of concern, laced with fear, tumbled around above my head. The wind changed direction.


When I finally opened my eyes, there was blood on my hand.


I looked carefully. It was unmistakably blood. Fresh, wet, across my right palm.


‘It’s fine,’ I heard myself say. ‘Nothing to worry about.’


Panic rolled in with the tide.










Chapter One


LEO


Her eyelashes are often wet when she wakes, as if she’s been swimming a sea of sad dreams. ‘It’s just some sleep-related thing,’ she’s always said. ‘I never have nightmares.’ After a fathomless yawn she’ll wipe her eyes and slip out of bed to check Ruby is alive and breathing. It’s a habit she’s been unable to break, even though Ruby’s three.


‘Leo!’ she’ll say, when she gets back. ‘Wake up! Kiss me!’


Moments will pass, as I slide into day from the slow-moving depths. Dawn will spread from the east in amber shadows and we will burrow in close to each other, Emma talking almost non-stop – although from time to time she will pause, mid-stream, to kiss me. At 6.45 we will check Wikideaths for overnight passings, then at 7.00 she will break wind, blaming the sound on a moped out in the road.


I can’t remember how far into our relationship it was when she started doing this: not far enough, probably. But she would have known that I was on board, by then, that I was no more likely to swim back to the shore than I was to grow wings and fly there.


If our daughter hasn’t climbed into our bed by that time, we climb into hers. Her room is sweet and hot, and our early-morning conversations about Duck are among the happiest moments my heart knows. Duck, whom she clutches tightly to herself all night, is credited with incredible nocturnal adventures.


Normally I’ll dress Ruby while Emma ‘goes down to make breakfast’, although most days she’ll get sidetracked by marine data collected overnight in her lab, and it’s Ruby and me who’ll sort out the food. My wife was forty minutes late for our wedding because she’d stopped to photograph the tidal strandlines at Restronguet Creek in her wedding dress. Nobody, except the registrar, was surprised.


Emma’s an intertidal ecologist, which means she studies the places and creatures that are submerged at high tide and exposed at low. The most miraculous and exciting ecosystem on earth, she says: she’s been rockpooling since she was a young girl; it’s in her blood. Her main research interest is crabs, but I believe most crustaceans are fair game. Right now she’s got a bunch of little guys called Hemigrapsus takanoi in special sea-water tanks at work. I know they’re an invasive species and that she’s looking at some specific morphology she’s been trying to pin down for years, but that’s as much as I’m able to understand. Less than a third of the words biologists use can be understood by the average human; getting trapped in a group of them at a party is a nightmare.


Emma is singing to John Keats when Ruby and I arrive in the kitchen this morning, the sun jagging across the worktops and our cereal hardening in bowls. Her laptop, which displays a page of mind-boggling words and squiggles, plays a track called ‘Killermuffin’. When we rescued John Keats from the dog shelter they told us that jungle at a low volume soothed his nerves, and so it has become the soundtrack to our lives. I’m used to it now, but it took a while.


I stand in the doorway with Ruby perched on my hip, watching my wife singing tunelessly to the dog. In spite of a bunch of musicians in Emma’s ancestry she is incapable of singing even ‘Happy Birthday’ in tune, but this has never stopped her. It’s one of many things I love about my wife.


She catches sight of us and dances over, still singing appallingly. ‘My favourites!’ she says, kissing us both and extracting Ruby from my arms. She whirls off with our daughter and the dreadful singing gets louder.


Ruby knows Mummy’s been ill; she has seen her lose her hair thanks to the special medicine she gets at hospital, but she thinks Emma’s better now. The truth of the matter is, we don’t know. Emma had her post-treatment PET scan yesterday and an appointment to discuss the results has been booked for next week. We are hopeful, we are frightened. Neither of us is sleeping well.


After a brief stint dancing with her mother, Duck whirling around their heads, Ruby wriggles off to take care of some urgent business.


‘Come back!’ Emma cries. ‘I want to cuddle you!’


‘I’m too busy,’ Ruby says, regretfully. Then: ‘Hi,’ she whispers, to the plant she’s looking after for nursery. ‘I’m going to give you a drink.’


‘Anything?’ I ask, nodding at the computer. Emma presented a BBC wildlife series a few years back and continues to receive messages from weird men, even though she hasn’t been on telly since. But her series was repeated recently, and as a result the messages have increased. Normally, we laugh at them, but last night she admitted she’s had some more disturbing ones of late.


‘A couple more. One tame, one less so. But I’ve blocked him.’


I watch her carefully as she fills our water glasses, but she doesn’t seem bothered. I think it’s fair to say I mind about these messages a lot more than she does. I’ve tried to get her to shut down her public Facebook page, but she won’t. People apparently still post about wildlife they’ve been tracking, and she’s not willing to close the resource down ‘simply because of a few lonely men’.


I hope they are just lonely.


‘I love your piece on Kenneth Delwych,’ Emma tells me, keeping an eye on Ruby, who’s climbing up to the sink with her watering can. My newspaper is on the table with the obituaries page open.


I go over to John Keats and fold one of his flappy silken ears around my finger, waiting for the but. The dog smells of biscuits and singed fur after a recent encounter with the iron.


‘But?’ I prompt.


She stops, caught out. ‘No but.’


‘Oh, Emma. Come off it.’


After a moment, she laughs. ‘Fine. I do love it, but the female priest is the real show-stopper. Hey, Ruby, that’s enough water.’


John Keats sighs deeply as I lean over to study my articles. Kenneth Delwych, a peer famed for the legendary orgies he hosted at his Sussex vineyard, is sharing the obituaries page with a Bomber Command navigator and a female priest who had a heart attack during a wedding ceremony last weekend. ‘You’re at your best when you’re completely deadpan,’ Emma says. She puts bread in the toaster. ‘That actor last week – the Scottish one, what was his name? Ruby, please don’t drown the thing . . .’


‘David Baillie?’


‘David Baillie. Yes. Perfection.’


I reread my Kenneth Delwych piece while Emma deals with the inevitable overflow of water and soil from Ruby’s plant. She’s right, of course. The female priest, with her far shorter obit, reads better.


Unfortunately, Emma’s often right. My editor, who, I suspect, is in love with my wife, often jokes that he’d sack me and hire her if she ever decided to quit marine biology. I actually find this quite offensive, because unless he’s secretly read her scientific articles, he has only one piece she wrote for the Huffington Post to go on.


Emma is a research fellow at the Marine Biological Association in Plymouth, which takes up two days of her week, then she comes back to us in London to teach estuarine conservation at UCL. She is an excellent writer, with instincts frequently better than mine, and she really does enjoy cruising Wikideaths, but this has more to do with her love of a good story than any interest in stealing my job.


Ruby and John Keats go out into the garden, where the sun steals through gaps in next door’s sycamore, spotting our tiny lawn with gold. Smells of an early city summer roll through the door: still-glossy grass, honeysuckle, heating tarmac.


I try to rehydrate our cereal, while outside the dog runs around our pond, barking. It’s alive with baby frogs at the moment, which he seems to find unacceptable. ‘John Keats, will you be quiet?’ Emma asks, from the doorway. The dog takes no notice. ‘We have neighbours.’


‘JOHN!’ Ruby yells. ‘WE HAVE NEIGHBOURS!’


‘Shhh, Ruby . . .’


I find some spoons and take our breakfast out to the garden.


‘Sorry,’ Emma says, holding the door open for me. ‘Me and my unsolicited opinions on your work. It must be annoying.’


‘It is.’ We sit at the garden table, still bobbled with dew. ‘But you’re mostly polite. The main problem is that you’re often right.’


She smiles. ‘I think you’re a brilliant writer, Leo. I read your obits before I even open my work emails in the morning.’


‘Hmmm.’ I keep an eye on Ruby, who’s just a bit too close to the pond.


‘I do! Your writing is one of your sexiest assets.’


‘Oh, Emma, seriously, stop it.’


Emma has a spoonful of cereal. ‘Actually, I’m not joking. You’re the best writer on that desk. Period.’


Embarrassingly, I can’t stop myself from beaming. ‘Thank you,’ I say, eventually, because I know she means it. ‘But you’re still annoying.’


She sighs. ‘Oh, I know.’


‘For a whole host of reasons,’ I add, and she can’t help laughing. ‘You have far too many opinions on far too many things.’


She slips her hand across the table and squeezes my thumb, and tells me I am her favourite, and I find myself laughing too – and that is our rhythm. That is us. We have been married seven years; together nearly ten, and I know every part of her.


I think it was Kennedy who said we are tied to the ocean – that when we return to it, for sport or leisure or somesuch, we are returning to the place whence we came. That’s how I feel about us. To be near to my wife, to Emma, is to return to source.


So when I learn, in the days following this morning – this innocent, commonplace morning, with dogs and frogs and coffee and dead priests – that I know nothing of this woman, it will break me.










Chapter Two


EMMA


One week later


‘I’m going to be fine,’ I reiterate, into the darkness of our bedroom. I’ve lost track of time. The hours have melted and dripped all over each other and, when Leo fails to reply, I realise he isn’t even in bed. I must have dozed off.


I check my watch: 3.47 a.m. The day of my hospital appointment is here, at last.


I wait for the sounds of a flushing toilet and our cacophonous floorboards, but nothing comes. Leo is almost certainly downstairs, eating something in the yellow glow of the open fridge. An emergency ration of ham, probably: he said that if my chemo doesn’t work he’ll go vegan to support me. I went vegan following my diagnosis four years ago, although on more than one occasion since I’ve eaten cheddar straight from the packet in the Sainsbury’s car park in Camden.


I get out of bed. I never enjoyed hugging in bed before Leo, but when he isn’t here, my body misses his.


He isn’t in the loo, so I go down to the kitchen. I run my hand over the wall as I descend, thickened and lumpy after decades of paint on paint. I sing ‘Survivor’ under my breath.


I edge past a tall pile of books. On top sits an enamel bowl of things we never use – keys for unknown locks, paperclips, an economy pack of Vilene Wundaweb. Leo keeps moving the pile to the centre of the hallway to make me address it, I keep moving it back. The solution is more shelves, but I am no good at shelves.


The problem with this is that Leo is no good at shelves either, so we’re stuck in a holding pattern.


‘Leo?’ I whisper.


Nothing. Just the near-theatrical creak of the staircase, which babysitters find so unsettling none of them ever comes back.


I inherited this house from my grandmother. As well as being an MP and amateur violinist, she became a mediumgrade hoarder and didn’t remove anything from the house for the last ten years of her life. Leo thinks I’m showing all the signs of having inherited her problem; my therapist, worryingly, agrees. When we have experienced more loss than is bearable, she says, we hold on to everything.


The house is part of a tiny Georgian terrace in a lane off the top of Heath Street, where Hampstead Village gives way to the glorious roll of the Heath. It’s falling apart and impossibly cramped, and the truth is that we’d probably make a small fortune if we sold it. But these four walls are so much a part of my story, a part of my survival, I couldn’t bring myself to leave.


Last week Leo showed me details of a spacious three-bed terrace in Tufnell Park. ‘Look at the size of those bedrooms!’ he whispered, his face ablaze with hope. ‘We’d have a spare room! A downstairs toilet!’


I felt bad. But what can I do? Sell my one safe space for the sake of a downstairs loo?


Leo isn’t in the kitchen. He isn’t in our tiny little study, either, which is a relief. For a moment I thought he might be in there writing an advance obituary for me, which would be intolerable. Every newspaper in the world has a stock of pre-written celebrity obituaries: obit editors live in fear of being caught out by a significant death. And while I’m no celebrity, I probably would merit an obituary in his newspaper.


I keep on singing ‘Survivor’ and try the little dining room, even though neither of us ever goes in there. It’s virtually unusable, swimming with Granny’s vaguely stacked detritus and old violin sheet music, but I’ve promised Leo I’ll sort it once I’ve got this year’s master’s dissertations marked.


‘Leo?’ My voice sounds exactly as it always has. It carries no trace of cancer. I imagine the possibility of malignancy still circulating around my body like cheap wine, but it doesn’t ring true.


Then a fear fogs in from nowhere: what if Ruby has gone missing too? I run upstairs, so fast I stumble and land on my hands, but she’s there.


Of course she’s there. And of course, when I check, she is breathing.


I look for Leo in the airing cupboard, the trapdoor to our unsafe roof terrace. No sign.


Anxiety begins to prickle. What if one of those weird men from the internet has got fed up with me blocking his messages and decided to punish my husband?


Ridiculous, I tell myself, but the idea’s taken hold. Leo opening the door, only to be knocked out. Leo letting John Keats out for a late wee and being bludgeoned to death by some lonely maniac who thinks he owns me, because he enjoys me talking to grebes on telly.


It’s not that bad, of course, but it’s been worse than I’ve let on. Some of them get angry when I don’t reply. I block all of them, but a few have simply invented new profiles so they can come back and shout at me a bit more. For a long time I managed to brush it off, but lately I’ve reached my limit. I’m not frightened as such, just sick of it.


Although I do think someone was waiting for me when I left the lab in Plymouth last week. There was a man sitting on the grassy mound that borders the driveway, which was unusual only in that he had his back to the sea. Who goes to stare at a private driveway on a sunny afternoon, when right behind them is a perfect view of the sparkling Plymouth Sound? I also didn’t much like the way he pulled a baseball cap right down over his face as I walked up the drive, turning his face away as I passed.


Probably nothing, but it bothered me.


I sit down on my bed, trying to focus. My priority in this moment is finding my missing husband.


I check my text messages. Very occasionally, if someone of huge importance has died, Leo has to fire up his laptop in the middle of the night. Maybe something huge has happened, like the Queen or Prime Minister dying? Maybe he’s actually had to go into work?


There are no messages from him in my phone. Only my Google search for a man I shouldn’t have been searching for; the last thing I did before falling asleep earlier on.


The memory of this morning’s phone call seeps through again, like flood water under a door. I just want to talk to you, he said at the end. Meet me. Face to face.


I put the phone down when he said that.


‘Leo?’ I whisper. Nothing. ‘Leo!’ I repeat, louder this time. ‘I could still have cancer! You can’t abandon me now!’


Then, after a pause: ‘I love you. Where are you?’


There is no answer. The man has completely disappeared.


I find him in the garden shed, eventually. About five years ago he became so furious about the state of the house that I paid a handyman to empty the shed. We insulated it and ran an all-weather cable outside, so Leo could work there if he wanted to. I put in a sofa and a rug and a bookshelf, and promised I would never transfer any stuff in there ‘for sorting’. Leo fell in love with it, then promptly forgot it existed.


Now, though, he’s sitting inside, coughing up cigarette smoke.


‘Leo.’ I stand in the doorway. ‘What are you doing?’


He looks sheepish. ‘Having an emergency fag.’ There’s a packet of cigarettes next to him, crudely opened. Nearby, the long plastic device we use for lighting the gas stove.


The dog, who followed me out, looks at Leo, then me, as if to say, but he doesn’t even smoke. ‘But you don’t even smoke,’ I say.


‘I know.’ He picks up the stove lighter and presses the ignition button. A blue-orange flame illuminates his face, tired and frightened, and even though this breaks my heart, I find myself laughing. My husband is in his shed having an emergency cigarette, lit by what amounts to a domestic blow torch.


‘Don’t laugh at me,’ he says, laughing a little himself. ‘I’m scared.’


I stop laughing. I have thought about this often, during my illness, the possibility of dying on a man whose entire emotional landscape has been shaped by loss. I’ve been afraid for myself, of course, and the imagined grief for Ruby has been unbearable, but in many ways it’s Leo I worry about most. I think most people see in my husband a quietly confident man, a man with a quick wit and a big brain, but that’s only the top layer.


Our little family is the first place he’s truly felt he belongs.


‘Oh, Leo . . .’ I say. ‘My darling, couldn’t you have had a whiskey?’


He shakes his head. ‘I promised you I’d give up alcohol. I’m a man of my word.’


I sit next to him on his sofa, from which a small cloud of dust plumes, and hold his hand while he admits to having taken John Keats down to the late shop for cigarettes. He also bought some dairy-free chocolate.


‘It was disgusting,’ he says, miserably.


I loop an arm through his. His poor body is braced, as if ready for attack. ‘You don’t have to give up alcohol yet,’ I tell him. ‘Or meat, or dairy.’ His hair has gone quite mad. There are deep creases under his eyes, and he needs a shave, but, God, he’s beautiful.


I watch him, wishing I could somehow convey how deeply, how completely I love him. How I want to protect him from what might happen to me.


John Keats settles at Leo’s feet, muttering.


‘I’m going to be fine,’ I say. ‘We’re going to walk into that appointment and Dr Moru is going to give me the all-clear, and you’re going to sit there, silently accusing him of being in love with me –’


‘Because he is.’


‘He is not. The point is, he’s going to tell me the cancer has gone, and that we can get back on with our lives. And we’ll go and collect Ruby from nursery and take her to the swings and then come home and get her to bed and then have dinner and wine and maybe sex. There are only good things ahead.’


Silence. ‘I might even clear up the house,’ I add. ‘Although it would be sensible not to get too excited.’


He reignites the stove lighter to look at my face. I stroke a finger down his cheek, and he pulls me in to him.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I was feeling quite confident about tomorrow, but then you went off to bed and I just . . .’ His voice peels away.


‘It would have been wrong to turn to ham, or whiskey,’ he says, eventually. ‘I made you a promise.’


‘Vegan chocolate and nicotine all the way,’ I agree. ‘Although you promised you’d swear off only if it was bad news tomorrow. Does this mean you know something I don’t?’


He smiles briefly. ‘No, Emma, it does not. It means I just wanted to . . . I don’t know. Honour you.’


He studies me for a while, then kisses me. He has horrible smoker’s breath, but here, in this cold shed, our future encrypted in NHS files, I don’t mind at all. My husband is a master kisser. Ten years in and I still get tingles.


‘I love you,’ he says. ‘And I’m sorry I panicked. Not helpful.’


I rest my head on his shoulder, noticing only now how tired I am. Deeply, fatally tired; the sort of tiredness I felt when I was eight weeks pregnant and could have slept on a cheese grater.


I make a mental note: Extreme fatigue. For the last four years, since an apologetic registrar told me I had a cancer called extranodal MALT lymphoma, I’ve been studying my body as a marine biologist would a microorganism in the lab. And each time I record something new, or different, the same little gape of fear opens in my pelvis.


The cancer was classed as low-grade at first, so low they said there would be ‘no clinical advantage’ to treating me. At the time Leo and I were three years into trying to get pregnant, and had just started an IVF cycle. My cancer team were happy for us to carry on with the fertility treatment; they’d review in a year if we still hadn’t conceived.


I trusted them when they said there was no reason to treat me yet. That it could be years before chemo became necessary, that quarterly chest X-rays would pick up any changes in plenty of time – but the fear was still like a stun-bolt to the brain. I felt cognitively disjointed, untethered.


Thoughts and desires I’d believed long dormant started to ambush me. I lay awake at night, full of wild imaginings and regrets about my university days; my twenties.


And of course about him.


I started having vivid, photo-real dreams about us meeting, the feel of his skin, the smell of his hair. And so, when the thought came to mind – I want to call – I didn’t immediately dismiss it.


It kept coming back. I need him to know I’m ill. I need to see him.


A few days after the diagnosis, I caved and made the phone call.


The first two meetings were in a hotel, miles from London, the third, a greasy spoon near Oxford Circus. I quivered in a smog of need and the fertility hormones I was injecting myself with every day. Each time, I told myself this was OK; that nobody could get hurt. It was, simply, the continuation of a conversation that had been going on for nineteen years. But of course it wasn’t OK. There was no solution that didn’t involve the destruction of a family.


In the end, I agreed to break off contact yet again.


Six weeks later, I held a positive pregnancy test in my hand. I showed it to Leo and neither of us knew what to say. The next day I did another test, and then another, and another, until it occurred to me that the tests weren’t wrong. It’s hard enough to contemplate the circle of life when you have been trying for years to get pregnant without success, but when you’re looking through the prism of cancer, it’s near-impossible.


That was four years ago. The beginning of Ruby.


The disease remained static through my pregnancy and the war of early motherhood. My chest X-rays kept coming back clear, and everything else was normal. Leo and I were so busy trying to keep a small child alive, we frequently forgot I had blood cancer.


But it couldn’t last forever. Last year, when Ruby was two and a half, I started losing weight and having stomach pains. After a gastric bleed they scanned me, and a few days later I was shown a picture of a malignant ulcer lurking in my stomach.


‘It’s progressed, I’m afraid,’ Dr Moru, my haematologist, told me, his usual smile absent. Apparently I now had an aggressive kind of non-Hodgkin lymphoma and was to begin treatment without any delay.


‘We’ve been trying for a second child,’ I began, but he held up a hand.


‘You can think about that when you’re not staring death in the face.’


He’s not normally a stern man.


Now, several months later, treatment finally completed and remission prayed for, it’s the fatigue that frightens me most. The deep pull of it, the still darkness below.


Perhaps I’m not a survivor.


Leo locks up the shed and we walk slowly to the back door. The grass is sodden underfoot, even though it hasn’t rained for days. Daybreak must be close.


Once in our kitchen we close the door against the perfume of our night garden, and Leo throws his emergency cigarettes in the bin.


‘Can you promise me one thing?’ I ask. He’s standing in front of the fridge, appraising its contents with apparent curiosity, even though we both know what he’s there for. My husband wouldn’t survive a week vegan.


‘Anything.’


‘Oh Leo, just eat the bloody ham.’


He frowns, and opens the vegetable drawer. ‘What do you want me to promise?’ he asks, obstinately leafing through wilting herbs.


‘That if there is bad news, you won’t pre-write my obituary.’


He straightens and snatches the ham off the top shelf. ‘Of course I won’t.’ He rolls a slice into a baggy cigar and crams it into his mouth.


‘You might feel like you have to. I don’t know – professionally, personally; both. But I don’t want anyone writing about my death while I’m still alive. Least of all you.’


‘It hadn’t even crossed my mind.’


I watch him for a while. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes!’ He looks quite upset.


‘Sorry, darling.’ I sit down, suddenly. ‘Sorry. I just can’t stand the thought of you imagining me already gone. I . . . I can’t cope with that.’


Leo shuts the fridge. ‘I get it,’ he says. He kneels down in front of me. ‘I get it.’


John Keats watches us uncertainly. Leo strokes my hair. He knows not to say anything.


I find myself wondering, as I have done so many times in the last few years, what the moment of death feels like. How much we know; whether there’s any sense of letting go. I don’t believe in tunnels or white lights, but I do think there’s a moment when we just know we’re done, when we stop trying.


And that’s the thing: I don’t want to stop trying. I don’t want to be done.


After a while, Leo gets up and puts on the quiet music we leave on all night for John. The dog pads off to bed, reassured, and Leo goes over to say goodnight. ‘Don’t even think about waking before six,’ he tells John, giving him his night biscuits.


Then he straightens up and looks at me. ‘Would it help to dance?’ he asks.


Leo and I barely knew each other the first time we went dancing. It was just meant to be a drink in a pub. But a drink turned into several, which turned into late spaghetti and meatballs in a tiny Italian near Leo’s old flat in Stepney Green, which turned into rum in a bar full of dental students who’d just finished exams. We all became friends and the students took us to a club in Whitechapel where everyone was dancing as if the end of the world was nigh.


‘Is this OK?’ he shouted in my ear. Leo. Thirty-five years old, beautiful and so funny, in his quiet, deadly way. ‘We can go somewhere less mental if you want . . .?’


‘No chance!’ I yelled. ‘I’m happy!’


And I was. Everything was so easy with Leo. He was so easy. Watchful, perhaps hurt in the past, but straightforward in a way that made me regret all the high-energy men I’d dated in the last few years, with their need for attention, for admiration, their noise. Leo didn’t seem to need anything from me, other than me. I held his hand tightly. It was cool and steady, even in that overheated underground space.


Then he said, ‘Right, let’s dance.’


‘I’m pretty good,’ he warned me, which I took to mean ‘I’m terrible.’ But, oh God, could he dance. A man with rhythm is one of the sexiest things on earth, I’ve always thought, and Leo, in his slim jeans and T-shirt, his glasses and his uncertain haircut, was pure fantasy. He just slipped through the air, through the hot bodies around us, as if waterborne. I watched him, awed, until he took hold of my waist, in a matter-of-fact manner, and moved me around the sticky dance floor as if I too were the sort of dancer people stopped everything to watch.


‘As far as I’m concerned, you’re going to get the all-clear,’ he says now, as we dance slowly, quietly, in our darkened kitchen. His voice is tired but defiant. ‘There is no other possible outcome.’


Before we go to bed, I check on Ruby. She’s bundled up in a corner of her bed, face down, arm hooked around Duck. I breathe in the smell of my sleeping girl.


We all but gave up on conceiving. Three years of hopes raised and dashed, endless appointments with real doctors, witch doctors and everyone in between. We’d had every test known to man, but nobody could give me a concrete reason for my inability to get pregnant. The only thing they seemed to agree on, in the end, was that I was very unlikely to conceive naturally, if at all.


Eventually, we took out a loan and payed for an eyewateringly expensive ‘miracle IVF’ that Leo’s sister-in-law had had. It worked. Another part of my body might have been growing a low-grade cancer, but in my womb, a child was forming.


A second chance, I think now, reaching out a hand to check for the gentle rise and fall of my daughter’s ribs. Please, Dr Moru, give me a second chance tomorrow, so I can love my husband and daughter in the way I promised.


I will let him go, if I get the all-clear. No matter how hard, I will let him go.










Chapter Three


LEO


When Emma finally sleeps, I go back out to the shed. I pick up the notebook and hold it between two fingers, as if it’s a contaminant.


Her instinct was spot on: I have been writing her obituary. Sitting, scribbling on the tube, strangers trying to read over my shoulder. Writing late at night, when Emma’s gone to bed and it’s just me and John Keats and a black opening of fear.


I understand why she wouldn’t want me to do it, of course, but these words aren’t meant to be a betrayal. They’re meant to be something beautiful. A hymn to this woman I love so deeply, so completely.


The writing hasn’t just helped treat my mental state; it’s reassured me that there’s no chance Emma could ever be forgotten, or otherwise overlooked. That matters to me.


Do whatever you need to do for yourself, she said when she was first diagnosed. Join a support group, get a therapist. This is going to be every bit as hard for you as it is for me.


So I did what I knew, and it helped.


Back in our bed, one of her sleeping hands is outstretched to my side of the bed, as if her subconscious knew what I was up to but has already forgiven me.










Chapter Four


LEO


Next day


The news about Janice Rothschild’s disappearance comes in on a news wire soon after I reach the office.


I’m checking our competitors’ obituary pages when Sheila, my colleague, sounds the receptionist’s bell on her desk. Ding! She always does this when someone has died. Publicly, we all agree it’s a terrible practice; privately, we find it funny.


Ding! We all look up. ‘Oh, no.’ Sheila says. She’s staring at her screen. ‘Sorry, ignore the bell. Reflex action. But – oh, God.’ She picks up her mobile, checks for something, then returns to her screen.


We wait. Sheila does everything in her own time.


After a few moments she sits back and passes her hands over her face. ‘Janice Rothschild has disappeared. Just walked out of rehearsals for her play. Three days ago; nobody knows where she’s gone.’


Kelvin, my editor, says, ‘Really? What play?’


Even for Kelvin, whose emotional range is slim, this is poor. Janice Rothschild and her husband Jeremy are among Sheila’s closest friends: Kelvin knows that. We all know that.


Kelvin’s question is answered by Jonty, another colleague, whose emotional range is far too broad. ‘She’s rehearsing All My Sons,’ he says. ‘I have tickets to see it in July. I absolutely can’t stand it, Sheila, please tell me you’re joking?’


Sheila massages her temples, ignoring them both.


‘This is awful,’ I say, quietly. ‘Sheila, I’m sorry.’


She ignores me too. ‘I – oh, God,’ she mutters. ‘Poor Jeremy. It says on the newswire that she’d seemed depressed in recent weeks but I . . . I just can’t believe that. She’s always been so . . . so fine.’


My editor remembers his job. ‘Very worrying indeed. But – ah . . . Do we have a stock on file?’


A stock is a pre-written obituary. We keep thousands of them in our filing cabinets, but Janice Rothschild, who is only about fifty and without any reported health concerns, has not even made it onto our ‘just in case’ list. She’s in a BBC adaptation of Madame Bovary right now, for goodness’ sake – I watched it on Sunday evening. Emma went to bed soon after it started, saying she wasn’t a fan of Janice Rothschild, but I thought she was excellent.


Sheila leaves her desk to call Jeremy.


Kelvin calls the pictures desk. ‘Can we please get a selection for Janice Rothschild? Maybe include a few of her in Madame Bovary . . . What? Oh, sorry – we’ve just heard she’s disappeared. I know – a bit shocking. Anyway, can we get a few of her with her husband? Just in case?’


Jeremy Rothschild presents the Today programme on Radio 4; he and Janice Rothschild have been married for decades. I look up his Twitter account, but he hasn’t said anything in seventy-two hours. Everyone else on the obits desk is doing the same. As one, we look up Janice’s Twitter, which has been silent for three weeks, and Jonty goes off to make tea. ‘She is delightful,’ he says, angrily. ‘I really will not cope if she’s taken her own life.’


I put my headphones on, unable to listen to my colleagues any longer, and spend a few minutes looking at #Janice-Rothschild. It really is breaking news; there’s only a little more than five minutes of tweets. I watch an achingly funny clip of her guest-starring in Ab Fab, and a very moving one of her overcoming chronic vertigo to climb a rock face for Sport Relief. By the time she reaches the top, everyone’s crying, even the cameraman.


None of these early tweeters seemed to have any idea why she’s disappeared. I run a quick check on our archive but only find one potential clue: a picture of her leaving a psychiatric unit nineteen years ago, a few weeks after giving birth to their son. Since then, nothing. She’s one of those relentlessly funny, upbeat women; the sort you wish you were friends with when you see them sparring with Graham Norton on TV. I wouldn’t have had a clue.


Sheila returns to her desk with a large bag of Wine Gums. She says she’s been unable to get hold of Jeremy. She doesn’t offer the sweets around. Instead, she eats, mechanically and in solitude.


‘Do not ask me to write a stock for her,’ she says, after a while. ‘I do not believe she could commit suicide. I’m not getting involved.’


‘But you know her so well,’ Kelvin tries, after a pause. ‘It would be a really personal piece.’


‘Which is precisely why I won’t do it.’ Sheila’s voice is crisp. ‘I’m not condemning a perfectly healthy, very precious friend to death.’


Kelvin nods his assent. He is the editor, and I’m his deputy, but nobody’s in any doubt that it’s Sheila who runs this desk.


Kelvin gives the obit to me, and I get writing. I know my colleagues at all the other newspapers will be doing the same thing; that we’re all now working against the clock, checking regularly for an announcement that a body has been found.


I try not to think about Sheila’s refusal to ‘condemn’ her friend to death. Is that what I’ve been doing, writing Emma’s obituary?


On the news floor TVs, I can hear someone from the Metropolitan Police confirming that they’re looking for a missing woman in her fifties. Then an actor, who has no idea where Janice is, saying he has no idea where Janice is.


Sheila eats Wine Gums non-stop and sends a lot of text messages, before announcing she’s going out. ‘Need to find somewhere that will serve me a brandy at ten thirty a.m.,’ she says. ‘I’ve already got lunatics emailing in amateur Janice obituaries.’


People seldom believe me when I tell them our desk is the most cheerful desk on the news floor; that our laughter is often a matter of irritation to our neighbours. But it makes sense, if you think about it properly. Current affairs and politics are perennially gloomy spaces to inhabit, whereas we spend our time celebrating extraordinary people. Besides, an obituarist’s currency is life, not death, and my mind is always trained on the qualities of my intended portrait: the colours, the light and dark; the choppy textures. There is a sadness to it, of course, but it’s gentle. Even writing advance obits is bearable if the subject has had a long life.


But this kind of advance obit, this preparation for a death that shouldn’t be happening – the tragic car accident with an army of press camped outside the hospital, the sudden terminal cancer diagnosis, or an unexplained disappearance – this is the worst part of the job.


Especially when you’re waiting for an appointment with your wife’s haematologist.


Sheila finally hears from Jeremy around lunchtime. She leaves her desk quickly, and is gone for a long time.


‘No real news,’ she says on her return. ‘It’s one of the actors from her play who leaked the story. Shot his mouth off in a pub – as if he didn’t know it’d spread across London like the plague. There’s a whole scrum of press outside Jeremy’s front door. He’s raging.’


I’d sooner throw myself under a bus than get on the wrong side of Jeremy Rothschild. He’s a national treasure, all right, but his ability to disembowel politicians is unnerving. He also once punched a paparazzo, although that I can understand.


‘He has no idea where Janice is,’ Sheila admits, sitting down. ‘She left the house for work three days ago. They’re rehearsing at Cecil Sharp House in Camden, and apparently the producers normally send her a car, but she wanted to drive that day. Rehearsals were going fine; she seemed fine – then she went to the loo and never came back. Her car was clamped and taken to the pound. No images of her on the tube.’


‘But it’s Camden,’ Jonty says. ‘Surely there’s street cameras everywhere?’


‘Primrose Hill end of Camden. By Regent’s Park. Hardly any cameras there.’


Kelvin shoots me a far-from-subtle look, checking my Janice stock is ready to go. Grudgingly, I nod. Sheila sees the whole thing, but doesn’t object. She knows we have to do it.


‘They’ll find her,’ she says. ‘And she’ll be fine. I don’t buy the depression story. I had supper with them a few weeks ago. She drank a fair bit, but then again so did I. We were singing Queen songs until two in the morning, it was disgraceful. She was on good form.’


‘No hint of strain in their relationship?’ Jonty asks. ‘You don’t think she’s just left him?’


‘I do not,’ she says, and there’s a warning in her voice.


Jonty doesn’t take the hint. ‘So there’s literally nothing untoward?’


‘Nothing,’ she snaps, and the matter is closed. I watch her tidy her desk, throw out the remaining Wine Gums and raise, then lower, her shoulders. This means she is shelving any feelings she might have about Janice until such time as she knows more. She’s one of the few people I know who’s genuinely able to do this.


Sheila is only about ten years older than I am but she’s already had high-ranking positions in both MI5 and the diplomatic service. To my great pleasure she chose me as her drinking buddy when she joined our team a few years back, and our lunchtime trips to the Plumbers’ Arms remain the high point of my working day. Sheila can put away three pints in an hour and still be the most cogent person in the room.


Nobody is quite sure how, or why, she came to work with us, but I have a feeling she’ll just disappear one day, as quickly and mysteriously as she arrived. There’ll be someone else at her desk one morning and I’ll have to spend the rest of my life imagining what she’s doing. My money’s on her heading up a multi-billion-dollar drug cartel somewhere. Driving around in an armoured Humvee, getting presidents and monarchs in her pocket.


‘By the way, I saw Emma,’ she says now, as we all return to our computers. ‘Yesterday.’


‘Oh yes?’ Sheila has a habit of jumping from topic to unrelated topic without a moment’s notice. She leaves us all behind in team meetings.


‘She looked upset. It’s none of my business, of course, but I do hope she’s all right.’


Emma hasn’t mentioned this.


‘She was nervous about her scan results,’ I improvise, because I don’t want one of my colleagues to know more about my wife than I do. ‘We’re seeing her haematologist this afternoon.’


I start a message to Emma, to check she’s OK, when Sheila pipes up again: ‘She was at Waterloo Station.’


‘Yeah. She works down in Plymouth two days a week,’ I say, without looking up. Sheila knows this. We were talking about Emma’s huge commute just a few days ago.


‘That’s why I was surprised to see her at Waterloo – don’t trains to Plymouth run from Paddington Station?’


I stop messaging and think about it. ‘Actually, you’re right,’ I admit. ‘She was doing fieldwork in Dorset yesterday. Hence, Waterloo.’


Oddly, Emma didn’t mention her trip last night, so I’d forgotten to ask how it went.


‘Oh, lovely,’ Sheila says. Her voice is friendly now, as if it’s just me and her in the pub. ‘Where in Dorset? I love that coastline.’


This is not only irritating, but most unlike Sheila.


‘Wherever it is that her friend’s collecting phytoplankton samples,’ I say. ‘I can’t remember where.’


‘Probably out from Poole Harbour,’ Sheila says, nodding.


What? How does she know about bloody phytoplankton, on top of everything else?


‘It was quite late in the morning,’ she adds, going back to her screen. She gives me a curious sort of a smile – something not far from sympathy – and then returns to her screen.


Jonty looks up from his desk. He’s noticed too.


What is she up to? Sheila and I often discuss Emma in the pub, in wider conversations about family lives, but this is different. I feel like I’m getting a glimpse of the interrogator she once was. (There’s no way she was doing a desk job at MI5.) She’s polite and friendly; but there’s an implied meaning that I neither like nor understand.


‘She said something about how phytoplankton do a daily migration to deep waters,’ I say, eventually. ‘I guess she was waiting for that to happen.’


I don’t offer that Emma’s been struggling with timekeeping lately – sometimes a warning sign of her depressions – but it’s no matter. The conversation seems to have reached its conclusion.


At 3 p.m. I get up to leave for the hospital, and nobody knows quite what to say to me. ‘All the best,’ Sheila calls, as I go. ‘I’ll be thinking about you both.’










Chapter Five


LEO


I don’t like hearing people complain about the NHS, but as we wait forty, fifty, sixty-five minutes to be called into Dr Moru’s office, I sink into fury. I try to read a former MP’s obit one of our Westminster contributors has sent in, but I’m too anxious and angry to concentrate. A silent television suspended over the waiting room shows us footage of absolutely nothing happening at Jeremy and Janice Rothschild’s house, a handsome Georgian terrace in Highbury.


Beside me Emma sits quietly, also studying her phone.


She’s got nearly two inches of hair now. She’s always had it short; short and wavy, sitting just at her jawline, but many months will pass before it’s that length again. Today, she wears it with a slim black grip. She is beautiful. Even after months of toxic medications, of killer beams fired into her body, of endless blood tests and tears and phone calls and quiet terror, she is still beautiful.


I lean over to tell her this, but my eye is caught by her phone.


‘What the fuck?’ I whisper.


She’s on Amazon, looking at coffins.


‘I want a wicker coffin,’ she whispers back. ‘If I die. And a natural burial.’


I stare at her phone, transfixed. The wicker coffin she’s looking at retails at just under £500 and is pictured in a sunny bluebell wood, with a posy of wildflowers on top.


‘Emma, no!’ I say. ‘Stop it!’


‘It’s lined with organic cotton,’ she says defensively. ‘Anyway, I’m going to be fine. This is merely research.’


‘Emma,’ I whisper, rubbing my forehead. ‘Please, don’t.’


‘We all die eventually. It’s much better to die with your ducks in a row.’


‘I . . . OK. Do what you need to do.’


A hot hollow opens in my chest. I really could lose her.


Emma, probably sensing this, puts her phone away and tucks her hand into mine, but I can’t stand it anymore. I march up to reception, ready to explode, just as her name is called.










Chapter Six


EMMA


The problem with lying to your husband is that it changes everything and nothing.


I love Leo. Not in a part-time or conditional way; it’s the real deal, an essential love, as much a part of my biological function as my liver and spleen. I love his Leoisms: the strange snacks he makes for himself, the meticulousness with which he folds clean clothes, the hours he spends trying and failing to play the opening bars of Bruce Hornsby’s ‘The Way It Is’ on my grandmother’s old piano. The way he looks at me across his long nose, in bed, and makes up filthy limericks as if he’s reading the shipping forecast.


I don’t think it’s any exaggeration to say he saved my life.


When I was pregnant with Ruby, friends warned that parenthood would erode our grand love affair. I understood what they meant, once our daughter arrived: the chaos and sleep deprivation, the sensation of being on the back foot – always, and with everything – the loss of adult conversation or intimacy; but I came out of that first year more certain than ever that Leo was the best man I’d ever known. We’d survived a cancer diagnosis, a pregnancy, postnatal depression, and yet there we still were, quietly walking in step. When we weren’t razed by exhaustion, we still belly-laughed in bed before going to sleep. We still kissed each other as if we were falling in love.


I was desperate to come clean with him; to tell him about the kind of woman he was married to.


But the reason I couldn’t was the same then as it had always been. Leo would never, could never, come to terms with it. There are a small handful of men who perhaps could, but my husband is not one of them.


And even if he were a different person, with a less complicated past – the sort who might be able to forgive what I’d done – he would never forgive my attempts to conceal it. Leo was lied to from the day he was born, and he can’t tolerate dishonesty in any form now. Last year he fired our nanny because she told us she’d taken Ruby to the park, when in fact they’d gone to her boyfriend’s house. By the time I got back that evening he’d paid an HR consultant to check that the nanny’s deception constituted gross misconduct, and had removed her from our house.


It was the right thing to do: we couldn’t give Ruby to someone we couldn’t trust. But the intensity of his anger extinguished any hope that I could one day tell him the truth.


Dr Moru tells us before we make it through the door.


‘It’s good news!’ he beams, and, without any professional hesitation, hugs me.


‘I’m OK? I’m OK?’


‘You’re OK. For now.’


Leo whispers, ‘Oh thank God,’ and removes Dr Moru, pulling me tightly to him.


‘The PET scan is clear and the restaging biopsy looks good. So do your bloods,’ Dr Moru says, sitting back calmly at his desk, as if he hadn’t just thrown his arms around a patient. He starts talking about the next few months but eventually stops because Leo is pulling tissues from the box on his desk and jamming them into his eyes.


I hold my husband’s hand while he recovers. I know he’s been afraid, of course, but the sheer expanse of his anxiety, revealed now in plain sight, is painful. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, in his normal voice, as if there aren’t tears pouring down his cheeks. ‘Please just ignore me.’
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