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  Grace




  For most of my adult life, thanks to my sister, I’ve been terrified of getting pregnant. I’ve taken a belt-and-braces approach to contraception: condoms and the

  Pill; the patch and an IUD; the safe period plus a diaphragm (after I hit my thirties and began to worry about blood clots and heart attacks).




  The joke is on me, it seems.




  ‘No chance?’ I ask, to be quite clear. ‘Absolutely none at all?’




  ‘I’m so sorry, Grace. Perhaps if you’d come to me ten years ago, we might have been able to do something, although I doubt it even then. If you or Tom have any

  questions—’




  I stand, terminating the conversation before Dr Janus’ professional pity embarrasses us both.




  ‘I think you’ve explained it all very clearly, doctor. Thank you,’ I add.




  His secretary presents me with a sealed cream envelope on the way out. I drop it into my Birkin without opening it.




  Fourteen months of tests and thousands of pounds to find out that relaxing and giving it time were never going to work. No amount of zinc-rich foods and leafy vegetables,

  chasteberry tincture, red clover, acupuncture, hypnotherapy, B6, B12, noting my temperature, propping my pelvis up on a pillow for twenty minutes, no amount of enjoying the practice or

  letting nature take its course – none of it, nothing, will ever give me a baby.




  I stop a moment on the surgery steps to pull myself together, holding my Birkin against my chest like a scarlet shield. I’m rather more shaken than I thought I’d be. I

  shouldn’t be: unlike Tom, I had a feeling all along something was wrong. Susannah’s life is a car crash in motion, but Tom and I are perfectly placed to have a child: strong marriage,

  secure jobs, a beautiful home in the Oxfordshire countryside with plenty of trees to climb. Naturally I’m the sister who can’t get pregnant.




  Already I’m mentally searching for a loophole: a way out, a solution. My mother says I think like a man, and she doesn’t mean it as a compliment.




  I can’t believe this is the end of the line. For more than a year, I’ve formulated Plan Bs for every eventuality: if I don’t get pregnant in six months, I’ll see a

  specialist. If they can’t fix what’s wrong, we’ll try IVF. If Tom’s firing blanks, we’ll use a donor.




  After our first consultation with Dr Janus – the one where he referred to my thirty-seven-year-old eggs as ‘geriatric’ – I quietly researched clinics without telling my

  husband, evaluating those with the highest IVF success rates, and efficiently setting money aside so we wouldn’t have to wait on the caprices of the NHS. Whatever the problem was, we’d

  find a way round it. We’d keep trying, however long it took.




  It never occurred to me that the problem might not be fixable.




  Dr Janus briefly mentioned surrogacy at our first meeting, but I’m not prepared to take the risk that the surrogate mother would refuse to hand over the baby at the end. You read such

  tragic tug-of-love stories in the papers. Adoption is a non-starter, too; I looked into that months ago. Tom has a heart defect. He was born with it, and the doctors say he’ll probably live

  to a ripe old age, but as far as Social Services are concerned, he could die at any moment. They won’t let us adopt in this country, and we’re not rich or famous enough to go off to

  Africa and start a rainbow family.




  There must be a way. This can’t be over. Think laterally, Grace. Work the angles. I’m a forensic accountant; I’m trained to find loopholes. There must be a way.




  I back up against the Harley Street railings as people bustle past me, their heads bent against the biting February wind. I’m always calm in a crisis, I’m known for keeping my cool,

  but suddenly I can’t think straight. I don’t know which way to turn. Literally: I’m standing in the street and I can’t even decide whether to go left or right. I don’t

  know what to do next. My mind is blank.




  No, not blank. So densely over-written it just seems that way.




  A tangle of thoughts ticker-tapes through my head. Congenital uterine malformation . . . exposure to diethylstilbestrol . . . no one could have known . . . incompetent cervix . . .

  impossible to carry a foetus to full term . . . additional factors . . . thirty-seven years old, PCOS, endometriosis . . . harvesting eggs not an option . . .very sorry, extremely unfortunate . .

  .




  Tom. My poor Tom.




  That huge house; four bedrooms. I’ve kept my Lego all these years. And my wedding dress. What will I do with my wedding dress now?




  Mum. She’ll be devastated. She’s already lost two grandchildren, thanks to Susannah. She’s pinned everything on me making it right again. Now, for the first time in my

  life, I have to let her down.




  No chance.




  The words echo on the wind. A bus vibrates with them. Stiletto heels tattoo them on the pavement. No chance no chance no chance.




  A freezing sleet starts to fall. I’m blocking the street; shoppers bang their bags against my legs, to make the point. A bundle of foreign students sweep noisily along the pavement and, as

  they pass, I blindly allow myself to be carried along in their wake, my afternoon meeting forgotten.




  I’m aware I’m in shock, but I’m powerless to do anything about it. My future has just been eviscerated. It plays in my mind’s eye, a montage of failure. There’ll be

  no Christmas stockings to put up, or paintings in primary colours on the fridge. No bucket-and-spade holidays. No Mother’s Day cards, no first day at kindergarten. No homework to help with,

  or rows about messy bedrooms and exorbitant phone bills. No first kisses, first dates, break-ups, weddings, grandchildren. No one to come after me, no one to listen to all I’ve learned.




  Just Tom. And me.




  I’m an amputee, staring at the place where a limb used to be. Knowing that soon it will hurt beyond imagining, and that its loss will ache forever, but unable to feel anything yet.




  The tide of pedestrians surges to an abrupt halt at the edge of the pavement. I look up and realize I’m at Oxford Circus, the opposite end of town from where I need to be for my meeting. I

  should turn round, retrace my steps, hail a cab. I do none of these things.




  Impatient shoppers jostle from behind as we wait for the lights to change, and I stumble into a woman laden with plastic shopping bags, nearly knocking her into the road. I apologize and stand

  back, allowing the crowd to shove past me. A pushchair wheel grazes my ankle, laddering my tights. A small child bats a stuffed toy against my knees; a girl, I assume, from the bubblegum-pink

  anorak and purple jeans. I have no idea how old she is. Is that something that comes naturally, once you’re a mother: the ability to judge a child’s age?




  I can’t tear my eyes from her. She isn’t pretty. The wind has whipped her plump cheeks red; two train-tracks of mucus dribble from her nose and her hair has been flattened against

  her head by the rain. Her eyes are too close together and she has scabbed patches of eczema around her mouth.




  I never thought I’d want a child. Growing up, Susannah was the one who brought home stray kittens and pleaded to adopt a puppy. I was the clever one, the one who’d go to university

  and have a career. Susannah was the earth-mother type. My mother often said so. She’d be the one with four children and an Aga and dogs asleep in the kitchen. Not Grace. Grace

  couldn’t boil an egg!




  It never occurred to me, then, that my mother was trying to give Susannah something to be good at. Something I hadn’t already claimed.




  For years, I bought into the accepted family version of history. I wasn’t domestic; I couldn’t cook; I wasn’t good with children. I was good at passing exams and earning money

  and achieving professional success. Even when I met Tom, and discovered that I could, after all, whip up an omelette and manage a vacuum cleaner, the thought of children still terrified me. Until,

  all of a sudden, two years ago, it didn’t.




  The little girl drops her stuffed animal onto the ground, and reaches impotently for it, fat starfish fingers opening and closing in frustration. Her mother ignores her, drifting towards a shop

  window a couple of feet away. She presses her palm against the glass like a Victorian street urchin at a bakery and gazes at the display of studded urban jeans. She’s little more than a child

  herself, scarcely out of her teens. Her hair is scraped back from her face by a white plastic hair band and she’s wearing a short, tight cotton skirt and pink denim jacket, both far too thin

  for this weather. A large blue-and-green tattoo of a dragon snakes around her bare calf. She reminds me of my sister.




  I don’t often think about Susannah. To do so is to give in to the regret and guilt that have stalked me every day for the last five years; to admit that, despite everything my sister has

  done, all the hurt and pain and damage she’s caused, I still miss her.




  The signal beeps, announcing it’s safe to cross. I glance round for the little girl’s mother, but she’s chatting to a boy sweeping the shop doorway and hasn’t noticed the

  lights have changed. The crowd behind us plunges across the road, swirling around the pushchair and kicking the child’s toy out of sight. Her face crumples as her mother is blocked from her

  view, and she strains against her safety harness, her body arched in a rigid, distressed bow.




  I reach beneath the pushchair wheels and pull out the flannel rabbit, dusting it quickly. ‘Here you go, sweetheart. Is this what you wanted?’




  She flings it away, screaming red-faced for her mother, who’s still too busy flirting to pay any attention to her child.




  Anger whips through me. Some women don’t deserve to have babies.




  The toddler’s heels drum frantically against the footwell of her pushchair. No one even gives her a second glance as they hurry past. How can her mother leave her like this? Her pushchair

  is just inches from a four-lane road. It could roll forward into the path of the traffic. No one’s watching her. Anything could happen.




  I tuck the soft toy into the basket beneath the cheap pushchair, and jiggle the handle, murmuring soothing noises. The little girl’s face is shiny with tears. What kind of woman would

  abandon her child to the mercies of a stranger? Doesn’t she know how precious her baby is? Doesn’t she realize there are women who’d give anything to have what she has?




  No doubt she sees her child as an inconvenience, an obstacle to her social life. I doubt the baby was planned. Her mother’s probably palmed her off on anyone who’ll keep an eye out

  for half an hour ever since she was born. It’s only a matter of time before she abandons her child altogether.




  I’ll never forgive Susannah. Never.




  I stroke the poor mite’s frozen cheek, wiping away her tears, and then tuck a threadbare fleece blanket around her, trying to protect her from the freezing rain. She deserves so much

  better than this. What chance does she have in life? A different roll of the dice, and she could have had access to private schools and gymkhanas, ski trips to Italy, a mother and a father who put

  her at the centre of their world. Instead, she’ll be lucky if she isn’t pregnant herself by the time she turns sixteen.




  The child sucks in a ragged breath, hiccupping, and her sobs slowly begin to taper off. The traffic starts to flow again, and a new crowd of impatient shoppers builds up around us as we wait

  once more for the green man.




  Her mother glances briefly in our direction, carelessly catching my eye, and then turns back to the handsome boy who is making her laugh. I’m sure she loves her daughter, in her own way,

  but don’t babies need to be loved their way, not just on your terms? They can’t come second to nights out and strangers in shop doorways. If this precious little girl were mine, I

  wouldn’t leave her side for a second. I’d put my business on hold, hire a temp, spend every second with my daughter, teaching her what it means to be loved.




  I don’t suppose this mother would even really miss her baby, as long as she knew she was safe. Susannah never did. She’s only a teenager: she’d probably be glad of the break.

  She could spend as much time as she wanted flirting and having fun. Poor kid. It’s not really her fault any more than it was Susannah’s. She’s just not ready for the

  responsibility.




  If someone were to . . . take . . . the child, they’d almost be doing her a favour.




  I don’t stop to think. This time, when the green man beeps, I seize the handle, reach down and gently release the brake on the pushchair.
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  Susannah




  It’s lucky Dex’s prick isn’t half an inch shorter, or we’d both be shit out of luck. Having sex standing up isn’t as easy as it looks. Frankly,

  it’s one occasion where size matters.




  He’s still inside me when my mobile rings. Instantly, he flings me against the alley wall, practically breaking my ribs. ‘Babe! Turn that fuckin’ thing off before someone hears

  it!’ he yelps. ‘D’you want everyone knowin’ our business?’




  He says it bidnizz, like he’s 50 Cent or Ja Rule. Seriously, who does he think he’s kidding? He’s a preppy white kid from Boston who drinks Diet Coke and worries about

  his pension. Talking like Ali G and wearing his pants so low he looks like he’s crapped himself when he walks doesn’t make him black. The other inkslingers at the shop call him Wigga,

  and, trust me, they’re not laughing with him.




  I push at his chest for air as sweat trickles between my breasts. Even in February, the Florida humidity drives me nuts. ‘Call me crazy, dude, but I think they may have guessed

  about us.’




  ‘Who’ve you told? If my wife—’




  ‘Gimme a break, Dex. This place isn’t exactly private. There are five people working here. When two of them sneak out the back door for a quickie, it’s kind of

  noticeable.’




  ‘Do you have to be so crude?’




  ‘Do you have to be so anal?’




  He pulls out of me, and wipes his dick on his satiny red shell suit. Nice.




  I check my phone to see who called, but it just says private number. I chew my lip. I skipped the last couple of car payments, and it’s been four months since I even paid the

  minimum on my credit cards. But I reckon I’ve still got a bit of time before they get break-your-legs serious.




  I pick up my knickers, shove them in the pocket of my denim miniskirt, and push through the back door without bothering to wait for Dex. Nipping into the staff loo, I chop out a quick line of

  blow on the cistern, check my nose for residue and then hustle back into the shop.




  Oakey’s working on some guy’s sleeve near the window, and there’s the usual cluster of curious looky-Lous peering and pointing through the glass. He puts down his tattoo gun

  when he sees me and comes over.




  ‘I’m outta goo. You got any?’




  I rummage around the shelves beneath my workstation for the cream we pass out to all our customers after they get inked. ‘Here. How’s it going?’




  Oakey rolls his eyes. ‘Dude’s a total Michelangelo.’ He adopts a narky tone. ‘Use the passion red. I think the wings should be turquoise. Got to give the asshole

  props, though. He’s taken a beating today.’




  ‘Anything lined up for me this afternoon?’




  I’m asking more in hope than expectation. Getting inked isn’t like having your hair done. We hardly ever take bookings, except for really complicated work. You never turn a customer

  away, but no one likes a closer who walks in thirty minutes before we shut up shop and demands a two-hour tatt.




  ‘Sorry, doll. Your B-back with the red hair from yesterday stopped in again, though. Wanted to take another look at your flashes. Said she’d come by sometime Saturday – I told

  her you’d be here.’




  ‘No shit. I didn’t think she’d show again.’ Buzzed from the coke, I check out my design samples, displayed on the wall behind me. ‘Which one was she interested

  in?’




  ‘The Mucha.’




  I raise my eyebrows. ‘Sure she don’t want to start with something smaller?’




  ‘Said she was into that one.’




  ‘Fine by me. I could use the cash.’




  I grab an elastic band from my drawer and tie back my blonde dreads. Behind me, Dex swaggers to the front of the shop and starts acting out for the tourists. Loser. I’d never have fucked

  him if he hadn’t threatened to shop me to Immigration for working without a permit.




  ‘You got time this evening, I could work on your shoulder,’ Oakey offers. ‘Bronx cancelled on me, so I got some spare hours.’




  Oakey’s the only person I trust to ink me these days. He’s better drunk than anyone else stone-cold sober. We met four years ago at the Inkslingers’ Ball in Hollywood, where

  I’d fetched up after my last divorce, and briefly hooked up. Didn’t take us long to work out we’d be better off as friends. We’ve hung out together ever since, working our

  way east from California down to Florida, never staying anywhere longer than a few months. He’s come up with a really smokin’ new design that’ll cover my right shoulder and blend

  into the crappy half-sleeve I had done when I ran away at sixteen. I took off with some guy to Brighton and got inked every day, until my mother found me. Took her ten days, by which time the whole

  of my upper right arm was a pre-Raphaelite Lilith. Mum was pretty pissed, but it was Grace who had a total shit fit. She’d just got into Oxford, and no one even noticed, because they were all

  so busy freaking out over me.




  Oakey reaches behind the register. ‘Here. You got some mail today.’




  I kick out the stool at my station and flick through the stack of envelopes. I don’t need my dickhead landlord holding my post hostage when I’m late with the rent, which is like

  every month, so I use the shop address.




  I toss aside three airmail letters from my mother (she’s never got the hang of email) and rip open the official-looking envelope from the Department of Homeland Security. My buzz

  evaporates as I read it.




  Damon, you bastard.




  I was still married to Marty, my second husband, when I met Damon in a club in Brixton about five years ago. After Marty found out about us – well, OK, after he walked in on us in bed

  together – he hit me with a quickie divorce, which meant that by the time I found out what a triple-A-rated freak Damon was, I’d already married the loser, so burned my bridges

  in England and followed him to his hometown of Kalamazoo, Michigan.




  Needless to say, the marriage didn’t last long. One hundred and fifty-nine days, to be precise. I don’t mind a guy screwing around on me, so long as he uses protection, but I draw

  the line at teenage boys.




  When Damon and I split, we made a deal: he’d help me get a Green Card so I could stay in the US, and I’d keep my mouth shut about his chickens and make sure he never laid eyes on me

  again. I’ve kept my end of the bargain.




  I screw up the immigration letter. I didn’t take a fucking penny from him. All he had to do was sign a few forms. Bastard. Now I’ve got thirty days to leave the country or I’ll

  be deported.




  Nervously, I twist the ring in my lower lip. I could go off the radar, but it’d mean quitting my job, and these days it’s not easy to find one without papers, even in this business.

  No work permit’s one thing; not having a visa is something else. All those damn security checks and penalties for hiring illegals. I won’t be able to rent anything more than some

  cockroach-ridden slum if I can’t provide references, and that’s going to be impossible without a bank account. No credit cards or health insurance, either.




  ‘Bad news, doll?’




  I smooth out the crumpled letter and hand it to Oakey. ‘I’m screwed. No way will I get a work visa now Damon’s pulled the plug. Tattoo artists are hardly top of the

  heap.’




  ‘Can’t you call them and explain?’




  ‘Doesn’t work that way, Oaks. Shit. If you weren’t a Kiwi, I could marry you instead.’




  ‘So what you gonna do? Go back to England?’




  I grope for my packet of lights, ignoring Dex’s filthy glare from the other side of the shop. He really is a prick. ‘Life wasn’t exactly a roaring success before I left, and

  that was before I pissed everyone off. There’s nothing back there for me. I’ll be stuck in some crappy council flat if I’m lucky, with no job, no money, no friends and fuck all to

  look forward to.’




  ‘Don’t you got family you can stay with?’




  ‘Are you kidding? I’m public enemy number one. They’d probably shoot me on sight if I came within a hundred feet of the family home.’




  ‘That all was five years ago, doll. They’ve probably forgotten all about it. I bet they’re missing you as much as you’re missing them.’




  I suck in a lungful of nicotine. What you’ve done is unforgivable, Susannah. There’s no going back after this. I don’t ever want to see you again. As far as

  I’m concerned, I don’t have a sister.




  I know Grace. Once she makes up her mind, it’s over. She won’t back down. I don’t suppose she even gives me a second thought these days, much less misses me.




  I wish I could forget her as easily.




  I’m sketching out some new designs when a kid of about nineteen or twenty strolls in through the door just before lunch. Dex is all over him, but the kid isn’t having any of it.

  ‘I’m looking for someone called Zee,’ he calls out.




  ‘Yo, man, I kin help you—’




  ‘Sorry, dude. Mace said I should stick with the girl.’ He points to one of my flashes on the back wall. ‘Like, can you do that on the back of my neck?’




  I squint at the design. ‘Yeah. It’d fit better on your shoulders, but I can do it on your neck if you don’t mind me changing things up a little. You been inked on your spine

  before?’




  The kid bristles. ‘I can take it.’




  I take the sample off the wall, and work it up a little to fit the confined space on the back of the kid’s neck. It takes me half an hour, and then I transfer a preliminary outline onto

  his skin and show it to him with the aid of a mirror. He’s already got an armful of badly drawn tatts, inked by scratchers like Dex who go in too deep or at the wrong angle and end up

  blurring the outlines or scarring the skin. A really good tattoo should last a lifetime and look as clean and clear on your corpse as it did the day you got inked.




  I’m not surprised when the kid faints in the chair as soon as I get near bone. It happens more often than you’d think, and the bigger and tougher the guy getting inked, the louder he

  squeals. Girls never complain.




  We close at eight, and Oakey inks me for a couple hours. I turn down his invitation to hit the bar afterwards and drive home alone along the beach road. The seatbelt digs into my raw shoulder,

  but I daren’t risk taking it off and getting stopped by the cops. My insurance lapsed two months ago, and I’m behind on my car registration too.




  A warm breeze blows in off the Gulf as I park beneath my apartment block, and I turn off the engine and stare out across the black ocean. I don’t like thinking about home. It brings back

  too many bad memories.




  I get out of the car, but instead of going up to my condo, I head out across the dunes onto the white sand. Late night joggers thud along the beach, swerving around couples holding hands and

  watching the horizon. A few kids kick a ball around by moonlight, and several families are sitting round camp-fires, toasting marshmallows and making s’mores. I go down to the water’s

  edge, then slip off my flip-flops and allow the silver waves to lap gently over my feet. I’d strip off and go in if I wasn’t so shit-scared of sharks.




  Fuck it. I don’t want to leave all this. Florida suits me: nobody belongs here. We’re all from somewhere else – tourists, retirees, drifters. What’s waiting for me back

  in England?




  Maybe I’ll head down south to Miami, talk Oakey into coming with me. His reputation will open a few doors. I’ll have to work on the downlow, which means I’ll get paid a

  pittance, but I don’t need much out here to get by. If worst comes to worst, I can always sleep on the beach.




  As I cross the boardwalk back to my apartment, a red Mustang pulls into the parking lot. I duck behind a concrete pillar, but it’s too late.




  ‘Hey! Punk girl! I see you!’




  Reluctantly, I step back out. ‘Mr Varthaletis. I was just coming to—’




  ‘You owe me rent! Three weeks overdue!’




  ‘Yes, I know, and I’ll get it to you, I promise, but—’




  He pokes me in the chest, copping an eyeful while he’s at it. ‘I come back tomorrow! You give me rent, or you give me keys, OK?’




  ‘Look, I’m not sure I can do it tomorrow, but I’ll get you the money soon, Mr V. I swear. If you could just give me a little more time—’




  ‘Maybe we come to arrangement, hmm?’ His sweaty hand slides up the back of my thigh beneath my miniskirt. ‘I do you a favour, and you do me a favour. We scratch each

  other’s backs.’




  Fucking pervert. His poxy apartment isn’t worth shit. I don’t have to take this.




  I have no money, nowhere to go, and thirty days before I’ve got to hit the road or leave the country. I so have to take this.




  ‘No panties,’ the landlord pants. ‘Dirty bitch. Dirty bitch.’




  He shoves thick fingers inside me. I force myself to stand still and concentrate hard on a crack in the concrete pillar behind him. It looks like a serpent’s tail. I imagine it in green,

  coiled around a shoulder or forearm, its scarlet eye unblinking. Grace hates my tattoos and piercings. She calls them tramp stamps. When she first saw the thick metal hoop in my eyebrow, she

  slapped my face. She always wears a pair of neat diamond studs that Tom gave her on their first wedding anniversary. I don’t suppose she’s ever gone out without knickers in her

  life.




  She would never end up in a situation like this.




  I swing back my hand and whack the pervert’s cheek hard enough to leave a red skull-and-crossbones imprint from my ring.




  ‘You little whore! You give me all money you owe, tomorrow, or I call the cops!’




  ‘Fuck you and the horse you rode in on,’ I retort.




  He spits on the ground, but backs away towards his Mustang. I flip him the bird, then storm upstairs to my apartment.




  There is no way my day can get any worse.
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  Grace




  Tom is stirring the contents of a large zinc pot on top of the Aga, looking like one of the witches in Macbeth, when I push open the kitchen door a little after seven.

  Steam fills the warm room, billowing around us like a thermal spring. His face is red and sweaty, his fox-brown hair plastered to his head.




  I toss my Birkin on the kitchen table, and shrug off my sleet-frozen coat. ‘What colour are you doing this time?’




  ‘Kelly green,’ Tom says. ‘What d’you reckon?’




  I glance over his shoulder into the pot. ‘Nice. Matches your eyes.’




  ‘Thank you kindly, ma’am. I thought I’d do those canvas trousers with the grass stains.’




  We smile as our eyes lock, remembering a long, lazy afternoon by the towpath, two summers ago, when we still just made love for the hell and pleasure of it.




  Bleakness washes over me. Deliberately, I break the moment, leaning forward and stirring the bubbling green cauldron on the stove top. Tom watched a programme about recycling a couple of months

  ago and has been on a kind of Good Life conservation kick ever since, saving every twist of string, displaying his (rather fine) legs in cut-offs like a gawky eight-year-old, and brewing

  his own beer. A. N. Didron’s quote, ‘It is better to preserve than to repair, better to repair than to restore, better to restore than to reconstruct,’ takes pride of place on the

  kitchen notice-board.




  I’m rather enjoying his conservation efforts. The other night, he came to bed in a pair of glorious purple pyjamas (‘I think there was still some red in the pot when I added the

  blue’), and a number of his more psychedelic tie-dye efforts have added a certain character to our washing line, the energy-guzzling tumble dryer now being off-limits.




  ‘You’re later than I expected,’ Tom says, giving the pot a final stir and turning it down to simmer. ‘How was the dentist?’




  My body floods once more with nervous adrenalin. Only I can ever know how close I came to doing the unthinkable this afternoon. Oh, God. What if I’d pushed the little girl’s

  pushchair in the opposite direction today? What if I’d walked away from her mother, and kept on walking until we were lost from sight, instead of manoeuvring the pushchair through the crowds

  towards her and explaining that her daughter had been crying, frightened by the crush of people?




  The young mother had just shrugged and gone back to her conversation. She didn’t even bend to comfort her child.




  I can’t believe what I nearly did. I always thought people who gave in to their impulses were fundamentally different from me. I suppose I thought they were weak. Lacking in discipline and

  control. I thought they were people like Susannah.




  It’s a shock to know they’re just like me.




  ‘Tom. I need to talk to you—’




  He’s running cold water into the sink, ready to set his green dye, and he cups his hand to his ear to indicate he can’t hear me. I feel sick at the thought of what I have to tell

  him. He’s a paediatric anaesthetist, for heaven’s sake; he chose to spend his life working with children. Why must I be the one to deny him the chance of his own?




  How will he feel about me, once he knows?




  I turn off the running tap and suck in a deep breath. ‘Tom, I wasn’t at the dentist.’




  He looks surprised, but waits for me to continue.




  My nerve fails me. How do I even begin? First, I have to tell him I went to see Dr Janus without him. I know Tom will be hurt by that, though it’ll be as nothing to what comes next. But

  even though he’s my husband and this affects him deeply, it’s peculiarly my tragedy, not his. I didn’t want him there because I knew it was going to be bad news, and I

  didn’t want to have to bear his pain and disappointment along with my own.




  For a fleeting moment I wish Susannah was here. As if she could help. I haven’t talked to her in five years. I don’t even know her phone number.




  My fingers dig into my palm. ‘Tom—’




  The kitchen door opens, and Blake, Tom’s best friend and the husband of mine, blows into the room on a gust of sleet and sexual energy. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry at the

  reprieve.




  ‘Fucking freezing out there,’ Blake says cheerfully, flinging himself sideways into a kitchen chair. ‘Claudia’ll be along in a minute, Grace. She’s just putting the

  girls to bed. Next-door’s babysitting for an hour. Any danger of a beer, Tom?’




  ‘Been waiting for you to show your face,’ Tom grins, disappearing into the basement. His voice echoes sepulchrally up the stairs. ‘Got this new brew I’ve been working on.

  Should be about ready now.’




  He reappears with two pint glasses filled with equal parts sea-foam and cloudy amber liquid, and hands one to Blake. They raise them in mutual salute, then take healthy gulps.




  Even with a foam moustache, Blake exudes a raunchy glamour. I’ve had a bit of a crush on him for years. Tall and rangy, all angles and tousled dirty blond curls, he looks like a rock star

  on his weekend off. He was born in New York, and although he was raised in England from the age of two, he’s somehow managed to retain that indefinable American gloss. Even in the depths of

  an English winter he has a tan that sets off gleaming white teeth just crooked enough to be sexy, and eyes the soft slate-grey of the sea after a storm. He just has a way of . . . noticing

  you. I don’t know how Claudia manages him.




  Tom drains his glass, then fishes in his cauldron with a pair of huge laundry tongs, and heaves the emerald jeans into a bucket. He staggers across the kitchen and dumps them into the cold water

  in the kitchen sink. He looks like Widow Twanky.




  There’s a sudden tightness in my throat. His old pink shirt may be tight across his stomach these days, rather than his chest, and the boyish features have blurred, but he’s still my

  Tom, still the man I’ve loved for the better part of two decades. He doesn’t have Blake’s flashy charm or movie-star good looks, and after all this time together, there are few

  surprises left. But he’s my best friend. I trust him completely. I know where I am with Tom.




  If that sounds unromantic, it shouldn’t. A good marriage, like a good business, is outwardly ordinary. Tom and I have grown up together. We know each other inside and out.




  We met seventeen years ago at the start of our second year at Oxford. It took me a little while to find my feet at university and, though I had some good female friends, I was still painfully

  shy with boys. Claudia, one of the eight students with whom I shared a house, had decided we should throw a Halloween party, and I’d volunteered to man the front door, since this enabled me

  technically to participate without actually having to make much conversation beyond, ‘The kitchen’s through there.’




  Tom was unfashionably early. I had a fleeting impression of a russet-haired boy with green eyes and unexceptional looks, before he dropped his bottle of cider – that Eighties student party

  staple – at my feet, showering the two of us with shards of glass and sweet-smelling alcohol.




  ‘You’re the girl from the library,’ he gasped. ‘You spend every Tuesday morning in the Duke Humfrey Reading Room with the hippy black girl. You get out very dull books

  about Anglo-Saxon literature, and then spend most of your time reading your friend’s history books. You had a birthday three weeks ago – I saw your friends’ cards sticking out of

  your bag.’ He was smiling now. I liked his smile. ‘You always leave just before twelve and go across the road for a hot chocolate.’




  No one had ever paid me that kind of attention before.




  It wasn’t love at first sight, but it was something. Recognition of a kindred spirit, perhaps, of someone just as unsure and uncertain and determined as I was. We dated earnestly

  for three months, and then I woke up one morning and realized I couldn’t imagine my life without Tom in it.




  The following weekend, I lost my virginity to him. Tom was scarcely more experienced than me, having had the benefit of just two lovers, but we applied ourselves diligently to the task of

  learning our way around each other’s bodies, and experimented freely. We’d soon graduated to the advanced chapters of The Joy of Sex, and congratulated ourselves on our racing

  start. Certainly, if my friends were to be believed, we were more adventurous than the average novice, and were in the happy, if unusual, position of finding that familiarity with each other in bed

  bred satisfaction rather than contempt.




  It wasn’t long before we’d become one of those ampersand couples: Grace&Tom. A composite, the sum greater than its parts, long before Brangelina.




  At the start of our final year, we moved in together, sharing a narrow terraced house with six other impoverished students, Blake and Claudia among them. After Tom and I graduated with our

  respective Firsts, there were a few years of commuting between my flat in London and his digs near Edinburgh’s Medical School, which was a little trying, but eventually Tom returned south to

  take a job at the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford, and later in London. By then, I’d had time to establish myself as a forensic accountant and was in the process of setting up my own

  independent consultancy. Marriage seemed the next logical step: we were both twenty-nine, and had got any playing-the-field impulses out of our systems; although, to be honest, neither Tom nor I

  had ever been what you might call wild.




  Six years later, when I turned thirty-five, we decided it was time for a baby. It never occurred to either of us that it wouldn’t happen. Why should it? Neither of us had ever failed at

  anything before.




  Claudia arrives just as Blake disappears down to the cellar to fetch a second round of home brew. I suppress a sigh. It’s not the smell of Tom’s beer that bothers

  me (though the entire house now smells, not unpleasantly, like a rotting apple orchard) so much as the unfortunate effect it has on his digestive system. You could power the south-east of England

  with his farts.




  Claudia unwinds her scarf and takes up her accustomed position perched on the closed stove lid of the Aga. She’s like a cat, always seeking a warm place to sleep. She blames it on her

  South African heritage: her mother is Sowetan, her father Boer. They fled to England before Claudia was born to escape a regime that deemed inter-racial relationships not only illegal, but a sin

  against God. In vain do I point out that I’m always cold in this house too, and you can trace my genes back to our fog-bound island’s indigenous Celts.




  ‘You do realize your moat has actually frozen over, Grace?’ she complains, wrapping her arms around herself and tucking her hands beneath her armpits. ‘Everyone else’s

  daffodils are out, but you’re still stuck in the Ice Age.’




  ‘We have our own micro-climate,’ Tom says blithely. ‘When global warming turns the rest of Oxfordshire into a desert, you’ll be begging us to let you move in.’




  Tom and I live in a marvellous example of a Victorian folly: a miniature Gothic castle, complete with rounded turret, gargoyles, stone battlements and, yes, a moat; all this despite the fact

  that the entire property is no bigger than your average four-bedroom semi. It was built smack in the middle of a quaint Oxfordshire village on the site of a fourteenth-century cemetery by a

  nineteenth-century entrepreneur. He’d made his fortune selling armaments to both sides in the American Civil War and had little regard for either superstition or history.




  It’s bizarre, impractical, monstrously expensive to run, and Tom and I both fell in love with it the moment we saw it, a year after we married, driving back to London from a paediatric

  conference in Oxford. It wasn’t officially for sale; we’d stopped at the pub across the road for a quick bite, and couldn’t resist strolling over for a closer look. At which point

  Fate took a hand: the estate agent who’d just been saddled with it after the death of the previous owner (penniless and in debt to the tune of hundreds of thousands of pounds –

  something we didn’t discover until it was far too late) happened to be there, walking the property. He must have thought his ship had come in when we turned up before he’d even had a

  chance to write up its particulars.




  We agreed a price that at the time we thought was a steal, and in retrospect turned out to be daylight robbery. In the five years since then, we’ve replaced the slate roof (twice; the

  first builder used tiles that didn’t conform to its Grade II listed status), dredged the moat of bicycles and beer cans, spent three months camping out in Claudia and Blake’s spare room

  while the asbestos lagging on the pipes was replaced, woken one Christmas morning to find eighteen inches of raw sewage in the basement after the cesspit overflowed, rewired the place from top to

  bottom, and coped with a thousand minor inconveniences from backed-up lavatories to rising damp. It’s cost us everything we made from the sale of our London flat, plus Tom’s inheritance

  from his parents and a small legacy from my maternal grandmother, but it’s been worth it. I love this house. I want to grow old here.




  The only room we haven’t yet touched is the third-floor turret nursery, which came to us complete with an original carved Victorian rocking horse. We were waiting to see if we needed to

  paint it pink or blue.




  Blake clatters up from the basement, but instead of two glasses of Tom’s brew, he’s clutching a bottle of champagne from their last boys’ booze cruise to northern France, which

  he and Claudia store in our wine cellar.




  Tom looks confused. ‘Cracking open the bubbly? Am I missing something, mate?’




  Claudia smiles secretively, and her hand flutters to her stomach. She doesn’t know Tom and I have been trying for a baby. It’s always seemed too private to share; something that

  belonged only to Tom and me.




  She’s my best friend, and I love her, but oh, God, it isn’t fair.




  Later, after Blake and Claudia have left, awash respectively with champagne and delight – ‘I know we said no more babies until the twins were at school,’

  Claudia whispers, as she hugs me goodbye, ‘but we just couldn’t wait’ – I finally sit Tom down and tell him about my conversation with Dr Janus.




  And Tom doesn’t mind. He’s upset for me, of course, because he truly loves me and he knows how much this means to me, but he’s not upset for himself.




  I should be pleased, relieved, even, that my husband finds me enough. He wanted children, certainly, it was his decision to try for a baby as much as mine, and he would have been an involved

  father, a ‘hands-on dad’, but it seems he’s equally happy now to adjust his ideas of the future to focus on just the two of us. But I’m not pleased or relieved. I

  don’t feel thankful he feels this way. I’m hurt and angry. His stoicism seems like a betrayal. How can he not grieve the way I do? Why isn’t he railing against Fate? How can he

  just accept this?




  ‘One thing I don’t understand,’ Tom says, as I sit on the bed and furiously brush my hair. ‘If it’s inherited from your mother, why didn’t it affect

  Susannah?’




  The million-dollar question.




  Carefully, I put the brush down, fighting the impulse to throw it at the wall. ‘The drug was only prescribed until the early Seventies, to prevent miscarriages and premature babies. My

  mother had lost two babies before she had me. But by the time she was pregnant with Susannah three years later, it’d been taken off the market.’




  ‘You’re going to be all right, though?’ Tom asks anxiously. ‘You’re not going to get sick, or anything?’




  I want to scream. No, I’m not going to be all right! I’m already sick! My mother took a drug which has robbed me forever of my chance to have a child, and it wasn’t

  her fault, of course it wasn’t: I know that, and I wouldn’t wish this on anyone, but if it had to happen to one of us, if it really had to happen, why me? Why not

  Susannah?




  I was the good daughter. I was such a careful, conscientious teenager. I didn’t stay out late, date unsuitable boys, shoplift, play truant. I never gave our parents a

  moment’s worry, other than fear that I’d collapse from studying too hard. Susannah’s the one who messed everything up. She was just thirteen when she ran away the first time; less

  than ten years later, she’d already been married and divorced. She never even wanted children. She’s lied, cheated and betrayed everyone who ever loved her to get what she wanted. I

  could never rebel because Mum and Dad needed to have one child they could be proud of. So why, then, am I the one being punished?




  I say none of this aloud, of course. I never do.




  Tom hesitates a moment, then sits down beside me, the bed rocking gently under his weight. My tears splash on his green-dyed fingers as he takes my hand. ‘Have you spoken to your mother

  yet?’ he asks softly.




  ‘I wanted to tell you first.’




  It’s not quite the whole truth. I’m not strong enough yet to deal with my mother’s disappointment on top of my own despair. She’s rung my mobile three times this

  afternoon, and for once I’ve ignored the calls. I will talk to her. Soon. When I’ve had some time to get used to this.




  When I’ve stopped feeling so fucking angry.




  ‘Grace, there are other options,’ Tom says carefully. ‘There are so many children out there who need a home. We could give them a good life. I know you probably don’t

  want to think about it now, but later on, perhaps—’




  ‘We can’t adopt, Tom. I’ve already looked in to it.’




  ‘Oh, come on. We’re not too old, surely? We’ve got enough money, and I’m sure we can round up a few deluded souls who’ll say we’d make great

  parents—’ He stops, and his smile suddenly fades. ‘Oh, I see. It’s my fault.’




  ‘No more than being barren is mine,’ I say bitterly.




  Tom pulls me into his arms, and I tuck my head into his shoulder with a sob. ‘Grace, Grace. I love you. I married you. If children had come along, that would’ve

  been great, but it’s you I want, it’s you I’ve always wanted.’




  I raise my chin, and he kisses me, his tongue slipping between my lips, warm and sweet. I’m surprised by a sudden flare of heat between my legs. Sex between us has become so laden with

  expectation since we started trying to conceive, there’s been no room for anything as simple as desire.




  Now, though, I’m consumed by a hot, unexpected, animal need. I wrap my legs around his waist and fall back on the bed, taking him with me. I physically ache to have him inside me. My

  fingers tangle in his thick curls as I press his head to mine, my kiss hard and demanding. Tom’s response is just as heated. Lust races between the two of us like a prairie fire. We bite each

  other’s lips, claw at each other’s clothes. Roughly he frees my breasts from my nightdress, and I groan with pleasure as he bruises my nipples with quick, hard bites.




  I pull up his shirt and yank at his belt buckle. My hands corkscrew around his cock, but as I reach to guide him inside me, he pushes my knees apart and slides down between them instead. I buck

  as his tongue finds my clitoris, flicking back and forth across it like a serpent. In a sudden shower of sparks, I explode, my orgasm sheeting across the surface of my body like a summer storm at

  sea.




  Tom covers my body with his own, pinning my arms on either side of my head, and pushes himself inside me. I tilt my hips to meet him, using my thighs to pull him deeper into me. Sweat drips from

  his hair into his eyes; darkly intent on his own need, he doesn’t even blink. The naked lust on his face is startlingly erotic. I find myself in the grip of a second orgasm, more intense than

  the first, and lose any semblance of sense or control. With a hoarse cry, Tom comes with me, pounding into me with something that feels very close to fury.




  Afterwards, we lie side by side for a long time on the rumpled bed, without touching. Tom’s breathing slows, and gently settles into the rhythm of sleep. No longer warmed by our

  lovemaking, I shiver in the cold room, and pull the edge of the duvet across me.




  The movement causes Tom’s flowback to trickle wetly between my legs. Tom’s seed, falling on barren ground. Seared with misery, I leap off the bed and run into the bathroom,

  scrubbing and scrubbing at my thighs until no trace is left.
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