



  [image: cover]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





  




  CLOSE


  MY


  EYES




  





  




  Sophie McKenzie is the author of over fifteen novels for children and teenagers including the multi-award winning Girl, Missing, Sister, Missing and Missing

  Me. She has tallied up numerous award wins and has twice been longlisted for the prestigious Carnegie Medal. This is her first adult novel. Sophie lives in London.




  Find Sophie online at www.sophiemckenziebooks.com, on twitter at @sophiemckenzie_ and on facebook at www.facebook.com/sophiemckenzieauthor




  





  [image: ]




  





  First published in Great Britain in 2013 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  A CBS COMPANY




  Copyright © Rosefire Ltd, 2013




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Sophie McKenzie to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London


  WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney




  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue copy for this book is available from the British Library.




  ISBN: 978-1-47111-173-0


  Trade paperback ISBN: 978-1-47111-172-3


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-47111-174-7




  Typeset by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh


  Printed and bound in Great Britain by


  CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  





  For my mother




  





  CONTENTS




  CHAPTER ONE




  CHAPTER TWO




  CHAPTER THREE




  CHAPTER FOUR




  CHAPTER FIVE




  CHAPTER SIX




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  CHAPTER NINE




  CHAPTER TEN




  CHAPTER ELEVEN




  CHAPTER TWELVE




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




  CHAPTER NINETEEN




  CHAPTER TWENTY




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  

   


    Trust in Me




  





  I used to like stories, especially the stories Mummy told me when I was little. The Special Child was best. It’s a bit of a babyish story for me now but I

  loved it the most back then. In The Special Child, there’s a child that grows up all happy with a mummy and a daddy who are the king and the queen and then a wicked witch from the

  next kingdom comes and takes the Special Child into a prison and the mummy and the daddy are really sad but the Special Child does special fighting and kills the witch and escapes back to the mummy

  and daddy.




  We used to do stories at school. Sometimes we had to read them. Other times we made them up. I remember I wrote down The Special Child and did pictures.




  Mummy used to say it was only a story but that sometimes stories come true. She said the wicked witch in The Special Child was only a lady in a story but that there were Bad People

  in real life too. She said you can’t tell from looking at them and that sometimes they will be smiley and saying all nice things and maybe offering sweets and toys but underneath they are

  still Bad People.




  For a long time I never met any Bad People in real life – but then Ginger Tall and Broken Tooth happened and after that everything was different. Just like Mummy said.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  I’m late.




  I hate being late.




  I’m supposed to meet Art at 5 p.m. and it’s already quarter to. I race down the corridor to the staff room. I can’t remember the new code for the door, so have to wait outside

  until another teacher lets me through. I shove my spare photocopies in my pigeonhole then deposit my register in the box. As I reach the exit, Sami, the head of Humanities, reminds me that tomorrow

  morning’s class is cancelled due to building repairs. I make a mental note then fly out of the Institute doors and half run, half jog along Great Queen Street to Kingsway. It’s grey and

  gloomy, the clouds swollen with rain. There are no cabs. I should get the tube to Oxford Circus, but since 7/7 I avoid using the underground when possible. Anyway, I’ve always preferred the

  bus. Art hates buses. Too slow.




  I charge round the corner to the bus stop, negotiating several uneven pavements and a swarm of Italian teenagers as I run. Good, I can see a number 8 trundling towards me along High Holborn.

  That’ll take me to John Lewis. I can race up to Harley Street from there.




  Inside the bus I press my Oyster card against the pad and lean with relief against a post. The woman next to me – young, straggly haired – is wrestling with a baby in a buggy.




  ‘Sit down, for fuck’s sake,’ she hisses under her breath. There’s so much anger in her voice I have to turn away and move up the bus.




  I arrive at the clinic at quarter past five. Art is waiting by the door. I see him seconds before he sees me – smart and suave in his suit. It’s dark grey, Paul Smith – his

  favourite. Stylish and simple, he wears it, as usual, with a plain open-necked shirt and no tie. Art looks good in those kind of clothes. He always has. He turns and sees me. He’s tired. And

  irritated. I can see it in the way he raises an eyebrow as I walk up.




  ‘Sorry I’m late.’ I raise my face and he kisses me. A light, swift brush of the lips.




  ‘It’s fine,’ Art says.




  Of course the truth is that I’m not really sorry and he isn’t really fine. The truth is that I don’t want to be here and Art knows it.




  I follow Art inside. He shrugs off his jacket as we cross the entrance hall. The shirt he’s wearing has a tiny nick on the inside of the collar. You can’t see it but I know

  it’s there, just as I know Art is pissed off with me from the way his arms hang stiffly at his sides. I should feel guilty. After all, I’m late and Art’s time is precious. And

  I’m aware that this is hard for him as well as for me.




  Art stops as we reach the waiting-room door. He turns to me with a smile, clearly making a huge effort to overcome his mood.




  ‘Mr Tamansini was here a minute ago. He’s very pleased we’re back.’




  ‘You’ve spoken to him?’ I’m surprised; the consultants rarely leave their rooms during appointments.




  ‘He just happened to be in reception when I arrived.’ Art takes my hand and leads me into the waiting room. It’s classic Harley Street: a row of stiff chintz armchairs and a

  matching couch. A fireplace with dried flowers on the mantelpiece and a terrible piece of modern art above. Certificates, licences and awards are positioned in glass frames all around the walls. I

  catch sight of my reflection in the mirror in the corner. My jumper is creased and my hair looks like it hasn’t been brushed for a week. It really needs cutting: the fringe is in my eyes and

  the ends are split and dry and curling shapelessly onto my shoulders. Before Beth, I had highlights and a trim every couple of months. I straighten my jumper and smooth out my hair. My eyes shine

  bright blue against the pink of my cheeks, flushed from running up the road. I used to go to classes at the gym as well. Now I never seem to have the energy.




  ‘He’s on time, but they sent the next couple in ahead of us as you weren’t here.’ Art’s tone is only faintly accusatory.




  I nod again. Art runs his hand up my arm.




  ‘Are you okay? How was your class?’




  I look at him properly. His face is still so boyish, despite the fact he turned forty last week. I don’t know whether it’s the soft curve of his jaw or the dimple in his chin or the

  fact that his eyes are so big and eager. I stroke his cheek. The skin is rough under my fingertips. Art has to shave twice a day but I have always liked the shadow on his face. It gives him a

  rougher, sexier edge.




  ‘The class was fine.’ My throat tightens. I so don’t want to be here. ‘I’m really sorry I was late. It’s just . . . being here again.’




  ‘I know.’ Art puts his arm around me and pulls me against his chest. I bury my face against his neck, squeezing my eyes tight against the tears I don’t want to let out.




  ‘It’s going to work this time, I know it is. It’s our turn, Gen.’




  Art checks his watch. He’s had it years and the face is scratched and worn. It’s the watch I gave him – my first present to him on his birthday, three months after we met. That

  evening Art let me buy him dinner for the first time; I’d insisted, seeing as it was his birthday. It was a mild, spring evening – the first warm night after what felt like months of

  winter and, after dinner, we’d walked along the Embankment and across Waterloo Bridge to the South Bank. Art told me about his plans for Loxley Benson . . . how all his life he’d been

  searching for something to believe in, something worthwhile to put his energies into, something to drive towards.




  ‘And your business means all that?’ I’d asked.




  Art had taken my hand and told me ‘no’, that I was what he’d been looking for, that our relationship was what he wanted more than anything.




  That evening was the first time he told me he loved me.




  I pull away now and wipe under my eyes as discreetly as possible. Quite apart from Art, there are three other couples in the waiting room and I don’t want them to see. I sit down and close

  my eyes, my hands folded in my lap. I focus on my breathing, trying to take my mind away from the turmoil raging through my head.




  Art still loves me. I know he does. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have stayed with me through the long, terrible year after Beth. Not to mention the six failed IVF attempts since.




  But sometimes I wonder if he really listens to me. I’ve tried to explain how tired I get of these visits to the clinic. The highs and lows of IVF. It’s been nearly a year since our

  last attempt. Back then I insisted on a break and Mr Tam – as he’s known on the online infertility forums – supported me. Art agreed – we both hoped I’d get pregnant

  naturally. There’s really no reason why I shouldn’t – at least not one that anyone’s found. Just as there’s no reason to explain why every single attempt at IVF has

  failed to produce a pregnancy.




  Art’s been angling for me to undergo more treatment for the past few months. He even made this appointment for us. But I can’t bear the thought of another round, and the physical

  side effects and psychological battering it will bring. I’ve been there too many times: starting a cycle, wasting an opportunity to start one because you’re away, going to the clinic

  every day to be tested, taking the drugs at specific times on specific days – all only to find your follicles aren’t big enough or plentiful enough, or else that the embryos don’t

  survive. Then resting a cycle or two, obsessed with when you ovulate, when you menstruate, before you start again. And on and on. And none of it, none of any of it, can ever bring her back.




  Beth. My baby who was born dead.




  I want to tell Art all this, but that means talking about Beth and she’s shut up in my head in a safe place along with the pain and the grief and I don’t want to go in there and

  start raking it all up again.




  ‘Mr and Mrs Loxley?’




  Art leaps to his feet. The nurse smiles at him. It’s hard not to smile at Art. Even before he appeared on The Trials on TV people smiled at him. All that boyish charm and energy.

  I’m sure that’s half the secret of his success with Loxley Benson, that way he looks at you, his eyes blazing, making you feel special, as if nothing matters more than what you’re

  about to say or do.




  The other half’s a different story, of course. Art’s smart. Shrewd. And completely driven. Mum saw it when she met him. Before he’d made his fortune, when he’d just set

  up his business – an online ethical-investment company – with no money and no security. ‘That one,’ she said. ‘That one’s going to set the world on fire.’

  Then she’d given me that wry smile of hers. ‘Just make sure you don’t get burned while you’re trying to keep up.’




  Mr Tamansini’s desk is as big as a ship – all embossed brown leather with brass studs around the edges. He looks lost behind it – a small, olive-skinned man with a pointy face

  and delicate hands. He’s pressing his fingertips together, which he always does when he speaks. He gazes at me and Art sitting next to each other on the other side of the desk.




  ‘I’m going to suggest you try ICSI this time,’ he says slowly. ‘That’s where we inject sperm directly into the egg.’




  ‘See?’ Art nudges my arm like we’re in the back row of a classroom. ‘I told you there’d be something new.’




  I stare at Mr Tamansini’s fingers. Weird to think they’ve been inside me. But then the whole idea of being a gynaecologist is weird. On the other hand, I like Mr Tam. I like his

  stillness. The way he stays calm even when Art is at his most forceful. He was my consultant for four of the six failed IVF attempts. I guess you could say we’ve been through a lot

  together.




  ‘ICSI’s not new,’ I say, looking up at Mr Tam. ‘Why that? Why now?’




  Mr Tam clears his throat. ‘ICSI is often used in cases where the sperm is of poor quality. Of course, that isn’t the case here, but ICSI is equally useful when couples present with

  low rates of fertilization and a low yield of eggs at egg retrieval, both of which do apply to you.’




  ‘Won’t that cost more than ordinary IVF?’ I ask.




  At the mention of money Art stiffens. It’s a tiny movement, but I recognize it well. It’s like when an animal pricks up its ears, listening out for warning sounds. I stare back at Mr

  Tam’s desk. The brass studs around the edge are gleaming in the light. I wonder, idly, whether somebody actually polishes them.




  ‘It is more expensive,’ Mr Tamansini acknowledges. ‘But it will undoubtedly increase the chance of a viable pregnancy.’




  ‘So what does ICSI involve?’ Art says. His tone is neutral, but I can hear the steel in his voice. He’s not going to let himself – or me – get taken for a ride.




  Mr Tam smiles. ‘As far as the two of you are concerned, there’s really very little difference from standard IVF.’ He starts talking about the procedure. I tune out for a

  moment. I already know about ICSI; it was one of the options I pored over several years ago.




  ‘. . . which works like a cleaned-up software platform,’ Mr Tamansini finishes. ‘All ready to program a new computer.’




  Art laughs. He loves Mr Tam’s metaphors.




  ‘So what do you think?’ Mr Tam asks.




  ‘Absolutely.’ Art looks at me. ‘We should go for it.’




  For a second I’m furious that Art is speaking on my behalf. And then I remember that I agreed to come here, that he thinks I’m up for this, that I haven’t talked about how I

  really feel for ages . . .




  ‘I don’t know,’ I squirm. ‘I mean . . . I don’t know about IVF any more. Let’s face it, in a few months I’ll be forty which . . .’




  ‘. . . is not too old.’ Art turns to Mr Tam. ‘Tell her, please. It’s not too old.’




  Mr Tam takes a deep breath. His face remains calm and professional, but underneath he is surely wondering why I’m here at all if I’ve got such doubts. ‘Of course, Mrs Loxley,

  you are right. There are no guarantees. But you became pregnant once before, which is a positive sign. And forty is not that old in IVF terms. Indeed, one might say it is not as old as it used to

  be.’




  I stare at him, at his soothing, gentle smile.




  ‘I don’t think . . .’ My voice trembles. ‘I’m not sure I can cope with . . . with going through it all again . . .’ My voice breaks and I look down at the

  carpet. There’s a brown stain by the far desk leg in the shape of a kidney bean.




  Why is it so hard to say what I want? How I feel?




  Art’s voice is low in my ear, as intense as I’ve ever heard it. ‘Gen, we have to keep trying. Don’t you see? If you like, I’ll do a full risk assessment on the ICSI

  stats, I promise, and I’ll work out the odds, and if that pans out then we’ll make it work together, just like we always make everything work.’




  I look up. Mr Tam has walked across the room, to the intercom by the curtained-off area. He is talking to someone in a low voice. Giving me and Art a moment to pull ourselves together.




  I turn to Art. His eyes are dancing with this new hope. I hate myself for not feeling it too.




  ‘I know that it’s hard for you, all the drugs and the appointments and everything,’ Art continues. ‘And I know we’ve been through it before five times . .

  .’




  ‘Six,’ I correct.




  ‘. . . But it would be worth it,’ Art presses on. ‘Don’t you think it would be worth it?’




  I shake my head. I thought that once, maybe, the first few times we tried IVF after Beth. But the pain of trying and failing wasn’t worth it.




  Art frowns. ‘I don’t understand why you don’t want to try again,’ he says. He’s trying to sound sympathetic but there’s a note of impatience in his voice.

  ‘If the percentages pan out, I mean.’




  I take a deep breath. ‘It’s not the percentages and the risk factors and the drugs.’ I look into his eyes, hoping I’ll see that he understands. I lower my voice to a

  whisper. It’s still so hard to say her name out loud. ‘It’s Beth.’




  His eyes express confusion. ‘You mean it’s being disloyal to her memory to try again?’




  ‘Not exactly . . .’




  ‘Oh, Gen. This isn’t being disloyal. If anything, it’s a testament to how much we loved her . . . that we want so much to . . . to replace her.’




  Replace her?




  Mr Tam is back at the desk now, fingertips pressed together.




  Art’s words are still ringing in my ears. I stare down at the kidney bean stain again, blood drumming at my temples.




  ‘I guess we need a bit more time to think about all this,’ Art is saying. His voice sounds dull and distant.




  ‘Of course.’ Mr Tam is smiling. I can hear it in his voice, but I’m still staring at the carpet stain. ‘At this stage it’s just a suggestion. I think we should take

  it one step at a time.’




  I look up. ‘That’s a good idea.’




  Art puts his arm around my shoulders. ‘Absolutely.’




  A few minutes later we’re outside the clinic and heading home in a taxi. Art refuses to travel any other way. He could have a driver if he wanted one, now that Loxley Benson is so

  successful, but he hates any appearance of elitism. I tell him taxis are just as elitist but he says they’re a practical solution – public transport being so slow and Art’s time

  being money.




  We don’t speak. I’m still reeling. Suddenly I realize he’s speaking to me.




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t do that.’ He takes my hand and holds it between both of his.




  I look down. The nail on the first finger of my left hand is bitten right down and the skin around the nail is chewed and red raw. I curl it over, out of sight. I hadn’t even realized my

  finger had been in my mouth.




  Art’s fingers exert a soft pressure. ‘Why did you let me make the appointment if you were so sure you don’t want any more IVF?’




  Through the taxi window, the sun is low above Regent’s Park. A perfect burning orange disc against a clear navy sky with no sign of the earlier clouds. I turn back to Art. His eyes glitter

  in the soft light and my heart lurches with love for him. For all his ruthlessness in business, Art’s fundamentally the kindest man I know.




  ‘I’m sorry about the appointment,’ I say. ‘I know it’s not fair . . .’ I tail off, wishing my thoughts weren’t so confused.




  ‘You know you’re nuts, don’t you?’ Art says affectionately.




  We stare at each other for a moment, then Art leans forward. ‘Can you at least explain to me what you’re worried about, Gen? Because I only want . . . that is, everything I do,

  it’s all for you, you know that. I just want to understand, because I can’t see how not trying again is the right thing.’




  I nod, trying to work out what to say. How I can explain what feels so muddled and fragile in my own head.




  ‘I can’t think in terms of “replacing” Beth,’ I say.




  It hurts to use her name. But not to say it denies her existence, which is worse. My stomach twists.




  ‘I didn’t mean replace.’ Art dismisses his previous word with a shrug. He sits upright. ‘Obviously we can’t replace her. But we can have

  the experience of being parents, which her dying cheated us of.’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  Art fingers his collar, feeling for the hidden nick in the cotton. ‘Then let me know for both of us.’




  ‘What about the money?’ I frown. ‘We’ve already spent so much.’




  Art waves his hand. ‘That’s the least of our problems.’




  It’s true, though I still can’t quite get used to how much Art is earning. It’s not that we were struggling before: Loxley Benson has been doing well for a long time, but

  it’s really taken off this year. In fact, right now, it’s one of the fastest-growing small businesses in the UK.




  ‘I don’t mean the amount,’ I say. ‘It’s the whole thing of sending good money after bad and—’




  ‘Jesus, Gen, it’s not that much money. Just a few grand. And me doing The Trials is getting us more work every day. A woman at a client meeting the other day,

  she’s involved in some government initiative and she wants to talk to me at the Brussels meeting tomorrow about bringing me in. We’re doing really well, Gen, like I told you we would.

  We’re about to go massive.’




  ‘But . . .’ I stop, unable to say what I truly feel, which is that Art’s business success makes me feel inadequate. It’s not fair, when he works so hard for us, but being

  pregnant made me his equal. Like I was making a proper contribution to our marriage at last. And now, the reminder that he makes money hand over fist highlights how I have failed to keep my end of

  the unspoken deal between us.




  ‘You have to want this, Gen. We can do it. I will find a way.’




  The words, the set of his mouth, his whole body . . . it’s all utterly convincing. And, I know from experience, virtually impossible to resist.




  ‘You really want to try, don’t you?’




  Art shrugs. ‘What’s the alternative? Adoption?’




  I shake my head. That’s one thing we’ve both always agreed on at least. If we’re going to have a baby, it should be our baby.




  ‘Exactly.’ Art leans forward. ‘I do want this, Gen.’ He pauses and his mouth trembles. ‘But not unless you want it too.’




  For a fraction of a second he looks vulnerable, like a little boy, and I see how afraid he is that I will never move on from Beth dying and that our love will slip away from us because of it . .

  . because one day I will have to choose between letting go of Beth and letting go of Art.




  ‘I want to do this with you, Gen,’ he whispers. ‘Please try and see that.’




  The taxi slows to a halt at the traffic lights separating Camden High Street from Kentish Town Road. Art and I met in Camden, fourteen years ago at a big New Year’s Eve party I’d

  gone to with my best friend, Hen. Art was twenty-six and in his first year of running his own business. He’d blagged his way into the party with a bunch of his colleagues because he thought

  there’d be useful people there. I was just up for free drinks and a laugh.




  We met at the bar, when one of Art’s colleagues – Tris – bumped into Hen and it turned out they were old uni friends who’d lost touch. Of course, Hen introduced me to

  Tris who, in turn, introduced me to Art. Art bought a round of drinks, most of which I knocked over on my way back from the Ladies. He was sweet about that, immediately buying another round, even

  though – I found out later – he could barely afford to eat at the time. We got chatting. He told me about Loxley Benson, how he’d set up the business with a good friend just

  months before, how he wanted to ride the new wave of online trading, how passionately he felt about making sure the investments his company supported were ethical and socially and environmentally

  responsible.




  I told him how I worked for a boring homes magazine, writing about kitchens and paint schemes, but how one day I wanted to write a novel. I remember being blown away by how driven he was. How he

  was prepared to take any risk and suffer any setback to get where he wanted. How it wasn’t so much about making money as making a difference.




  Even then, I knew that whatever Art wanted, he was going to get.




  Including me.




  ‘Gen?’




  I bite my lip. It’s dark outside now, the street lamps starting to glow as the taxi drags its way past the dreary shops and crowded pavements of Kentish Town High Street. If he

  wasn’t married to me, Art would probably have four kids by now. He should have this. I shouldn’t stop him from having this.




  ‘It’s the hope,’ I say. ‘I can handle anything except the hope.’




  Art laughs. I know he doesn’t really understand what I mean. But he loves me and that’s enough.




  ‘Why don’t you check out the ICSI stats,’ I say. ‘See what you think. Then we can decide.’




  Art nods enthusiastically and reaches into his pocket. A second later his phone buzzes and I realize he must have had it turned off for most of the last hour. I can’t remember the last

  time he turned it off for more than a few minutes.




  He’s still talking on the phone as we reach Crouch End and walk into the house. Lilia, our Slovakian cleaner, is just leaving. As I shut the door behind her I notice the post piled up by

  the hall radiator. I pick it up and wander into the kitchen. We don’t use the other downstairs rooms that much. It’s a big house for just two people.




  I flick idly through the mail. There’s a postcard from my mum, who’s on holiday with her latest boyfriend in Australia. I set that down on the kitchen table, then take the rest and

  stand over the recycling pile, chucking the junk mail on top of it. I put aside two bills and an envelope bearing the logo of Art’s solicitors. More junk mail follows: magazines, takeaway

  flyers . . . How can we receive so many pointless bits of post in just one day?




  Art is still talking on the phone. His voice – low and insistent – grows louder as he passes the kitchen door, then fades again. As I throw a couple of catalogues onto the recycling

  pile, it teeters and finally collapses.




  ‘Shit.’ As I pick everything up, Art reappears.




  ‘Gen?’




  ‘How on earth is it possible for us to generate this much paper?’ I say.




  ‘They’ve brought forward tomorrow’s Brussels meeting, so Siena’s booked me onto an earlier flight.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘The meeting’s at ten. I’ll be leaving here just after six, so I was wondering about an early night . . .’ Art hesitates, his eyebrows raised. I know what he’s

  thinking. I smile. At least it should mean the subject of IVF gets dropped for the rest of the evening.




  ‘Sure,’ I say.




  We have dinner and I watch some nonsense on TV while Art makes a couple of calls and checks various spreadsheets. My programme segues to the News at Ten. As the first ad break starts, I

  feel Art’s hand on my shoulder.




  ‘Come to bed?’




  We go upstairs. Art drops his clothes on the red-and-orange-striped rug and shakes back the duvet. He gets into bed and grins up at me. I lie down and let him touch me.




  To be honest, I like the idea of Art wanting to have sex with me more than the sex itself. Our conversation about the IVF is still running through my head, and it’s hard to let go and

  relax. I move a little, trying to be turned on, but it’s just not happening. Art approaches sex pretty much like he approaches everything else – when he wants it he goes and gets it.

  Not that I’m saying he’s ever been unfaithful. And I don’t mean he’s bad in bed, either. Just that he didn’t have much idea when I met him, so everything he

  does now I taught him to do. And he’s still doing it, exactly like I showed him fourteen years ago.




  ‘Gen?’ Art’s propped up on his elbow beside me, frowning. I hadn’t even noticed he’d stopped touching me.




  I smile and take his hand and put it back between my legs. I will myself to respond. It works, a little. Enough, anyway. Art’s convinced I’m finally letting go and eases himself

  inside me.




  I let my mind drift. My focus turns to the pile of recycling downstairs. All that paper. I know that what really bothers me is the reminder of all the written words out there – the endless

  magazines and books competing for space on shop shelves. And that’s before you include the internet. I used to be part of it all: I wrote and published three books in the time between

  marrying Art and getting pregnant with Beth. Sometimes the amount of published material in the world feels suffocating – squeezing the air out of my own words before they have a chance to

  come to life.




  Art moans and I move again to show willing.




  It’s not just the paper stuff either. Art’s ‘Mr Ethical’ and insists we are ultra-green, with separate boxes for everything: aluminium, cardboard, glass, food waste,

  plastic . . .




  Sometimes I just want to chuck it all in a black bag like we did when I was growing up. My mind slides to a memory from childhood. I’m struggling to carry a bin bag across the back garden,

  the grass damp under my feet. I’m hauling it towards Dad, who’s on a rare visit home between tours. The grass smells sweet and fresh. Dad has just mown it and now he’s making a

  compost heap with the cuttings. I want to help. That’s why I’m carrying the contents of the kitchen bin out to him. He laughs and says most of the contents won’t rot so we make a

  bonfire instead. I can still remember the smell of the fire, my face burning hot while the cold wind whips across my back.




  Art’s kissing my neck as he thrusts harder into me. I just want him to get on with it . . . get it over . . . As soon as we’re done he’ll fall asleep and then I’ll get up

  and have a cup of tea.




  Art’s breathing is heavier now, his movements more urgent. I know he’s close, but holding back, waiting for me. I smile up at him, knowing he’ll know what I mean. A minute

  later, he comes with a groan and sinks down onto me. I hold him, feeling him slide out of me and the wetness seeping out onto the bed. I love the way he feels so vulnerable like this, his head on

  my chest.




  I wait . . .




  Art nuzzles into me, sighing contentedly, then rolls off, leaving just one arm draped over my chest. His breathing deepens and I slip out from under his arm. It’s one of those things that

  I know, but don’t want to face: our sex life has got into a rut. Unsurprising after so many years, I suppose. And it’s certainly a lot better than during the years when I was obsessed

  with getting pregnant. I know Art felt under pressure then, having to do it at the right times, and I hated how trying to conceive took all the fun and spontaneity out of it. I stopped checking

  when I ovulate ages ago but maybe all that history has taken its toll. Or maybe it’s just classic, married sex: predictable, comfortable, safe. I’m not complaining, though. One day

  I’ll talk to Art properly about it. He’ll listen, I know he will. He’ll want to make it better. Which means he will. I’ve never known Art fail at anything.




  Art’s iPhone rings from his trouser pocket on the floor. He wakes with a start, then sighs as he reaches over the side of the bed to retrieve it.




  As he starts talking, I get up and go downstairs.




  I wake up. The bed beside me is empty. Art is long gone, headed to Heathrow. A damp towel lies across his pillow. Irritated, I push it onto the floor.




  Half an hour later I’m dressed and spreading butter and Marmite on my toast. The day stretches ahead of me. My normal Wednesday morning class has been cancelled and I have no appointments.

  Not even coffee with Hen. But I have this niggling sense that there’s something I’m supposed to do today.




  You could write, says a voice in my head.




  I ignore it.




  The doorbell rings and I pad to the front door. I’m not expecting anyone. It’s probably just the postman. Still, you can’t be too careful. I hook on the chain, open the door

  and peer through the crack.




  A woman stands on the doorstep. She’s black and plump and middle-aged.




  I instantly assume she’s a Jehovah’s Witness and brace myself.




  ‘Are you Geniver Loxley?’ Her voice is soft, with a hint of a Midlands accent.




  I stare at her. ‘How do you know my name?’




  The woman hesitates. It seems unlikely that a Jehovah’s Witness would have this kind of detail, so I’m now assuming some kind of invasive mailing-list scenario. Still, the woman

  lacks the bravado of the sales-trained. In fact, now I’m looking closely at her I realize she’s nervous. She’s wearing a cheap suit made of some kind of nylon and sweat stains are

  creeping out from under the armpits.




  ‘I . . . I . . .’ she stammers.




  I wait, my heart suddenly beating fast. Has Art been in an accident? Or someone else I know? The door is still on its chain. I open it properly. The woman presses her lips together. Her eyes are

  wide with fear and embarrassment.




  ‘What is it?’ I say.




  ‘It’s . . .’ The woman takes a deep breath. ‘It’s your baby.’




  I stare at her. ‘What do you mean?’




  She hesitates. ‘She’s alive.’ The woman’s dark eyes pierce through me. ‘Your baby, Beth, is alive.’




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  I stand in the doorway feeling my stomach drop away. I am still holding the door chain. I press my finger against the metal nub until it hurts.




  ‘What?’ I say. A car zooms past the house. A man shouts in the distance. The world is going on somewhere else. Here, everything has been turned inside out. ‘What did you

  say?’




  ‘Oh goodness.’ The woman’s hands flutter up to her face. They’re surprisingly delicate for her size. ‘Oh, Mrs Loxley, please may I come in?’




  I tense, all my instincts shrieking a warning through my head.




  Whatever this woman has to say, she can say out here. I’m not letting her into my home. I hold the door steady, in case the woman tries to barge past me, but she just shuffles from side to

  side, looking increasingly awkward.




  ‘Why did you say . . . what you said?’ I stammer. ‘Who are you? How do you know my name?’




  ‘Mrs Loxley . . .’ She coughs, a dry, nervous cough. ‘I’m Lucy O’Donnell. My sister was Mary Duncan. She died last year.’




  I shake my head. ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘My sister is . . . was . . . a nurse. She was there with you at the Fair Angel hospital when you had your baby. She told me that your baby was born alive and well.’ The woman puts

  her hand to her cheek. ‘The doctor who delivered her took her away from you while you were still under the general anaesthetic. He lied to you.’




  ‘No.’ This is all ridiculous. What the hell does this woman think she’s doing? Anger bubbles inside me.




  ‘Yes,’ Lucy insists.




  ‘No. My baby died.’ As I force the words out, my anger boils over. I push the door shut, but Lucy O’Donnell’s scuffed shoe blocks it.




  ‘I know this is a shock,’ she says. ‘I’ll wait down the road. There’s a café . . . Sam’s something . . .? I’ll be there until eleven

  o’clock. That’s one hour from now.’ She casts me a final glance of appeal, then shifts her shoe.




  I slam the door and turn away, shaking.




  How can this be happening? And why? I don’t understand.




  I can’t stand still. I pace the hall. Then I stop and lean against the wall. The paint on the door jamb opposite is peeling. I stare at the line of exposed wood. We had the whole house

  painted when we moved in six years ago. It needs doing again. My pulse is racing. I close my eyes.




  Lucy O’Donnell. Mary Duncan. These names mean nothing to me.




  I get out my phone but even as I’m dialling I’m remembering that Art’s in a meeting in Brussels. The call goes to voicemail. I leave a breathless message telling him to ring

  back urgently and slump against the wall.




  Why would anyone turn up on the doorstep to tell such a monstrous lie? For a joke? As a dare? Though Lucy O’Donnell didn’t look like she was enjoying herself very much. Who would put

  her up to this?




  Doubt and fear swirl around my head. A thought seizes me and I fly up the stairs. Mary Duncan’s name should be easy enough to check. Surely we must have hung onto some paperwork from the

  maternity hospital? The Fair Angel was a private, state-of-the-art facility; Art will have a file on it somewhere. I race into his office on the second floor, a large, light room with lots of

  storage and shelving. I scan the file names in the cabinet: it’s all accounts and clients. Nothing personal.




  I walk to the window and peer out. There’s no sign of Lucy on the street. Where had she said she was going? Sam’s Deli – the café at the top of the road. I glance at the

  clock on Art’s desk. 10.15.




  I try to focus on what she said . . . that her sister was one of the nurses present when Beth was delivered. That the doctor only pretended Beth was dead.




  It’s insane. Inconceivable. I might not remember the nurse, but I certainly recall Dr Rodriguez, the god of an obstetrician I was assigned at the Fair Angel. He was tanned and handsome and

  oozing calm bedside manner – there’s no way he would have done anything unprofessional, let alone lie about our baby and take her away from us.




  I lean my head against the cold glass of the window pane. It’s been so long since I’ve let myself relive the time leading up to the C-section. Art and I spent the last month of my

  pregnancy at a rented house just outside Oxford. We went there to be close to Fair Angel, which I chose, like so many before me, because of its amazing natural-birth pod – a unit which I

  never, of course, got to experience. In the end, my thirty-seven-week scan showed Beth was dead and I had a C-section under general anaesthetic straightaway. At the time I thought that Dr Rodriguez

  agreed to move so fast out of compassion. Could that decision really have been part of a plan to take Beth away from me?




  I look out over the roofs and chimneys of our Victorian neighbourhood. Back in Oxford, our rented house near the Fair Angel hospital was the perfect place to be heavily, dreamily pregnant. It

  overlooked the river Cherwell: beautiful and peaceful, with a small wood in the grounds and a long stone path leading down to the water’s edge. Being there suited my mood. I’d slowed

  right down by that last month and drifted through my days, all the exhaustion and sickness of the first trimester long behind me.




  Art worked the whole way through our time there, although, to be fair, he only disappeared off to London a couple of times each week. We had a few visitors: my mum came, as did some of our

  friends. Art’s sister, Morgan, visited twice, on whirlwind stopovers as she jet-setted between her main home in Edinburgh and her offices in New York and Geneva. Even though her visits were

  short, she was incredibly thoughtful, organizing a driver to take me to the birthing centre for check-ups; a daily supply of the fresh, organic grapes that I craved throughout the last three

  months; and sending a steady stream of flowers plus a hugely expensive cut-glass vase to put them in. During our time in Oxford I saw Dr Rodriguez every few days and never once did he make me feel

  uncomfortable or suspicious that he had anything other than my best interests at heart.




  The rumble of the rubbish-collection truck outside stirs me from my memories. I watch the truck stop and the men inside get out and stride over to my neighbour’s wheelie bin. I give myself

  a shake. Nothing that Lucy O’Donnell has told me can possibly be true. It’s just some cruel trick.




  I go back downstairs, find my mobile and call Hen. Crazy and flaky, but fiercely loyal, she’s been my best friend since sixth form. We used to introduce ourselves together, grinning, like

  a double act: Gen and Hen.




  She answers on the second ring.




  ‘Hey, how are you?’




  I hesitate. Now that I’m faced with communicating what Lucy O’Donnell has told me, it sounds almost too ludicrous to say out loud. I must be mad even to have considered it might be

  true.




  ‘You’re not going to believe this.’ I plunge right in. ‘A woman just turned up on my doorstep and told me Beth is still alive.’




  ‘What? No way.’ Hen gasps. I can hear the outrage in her voice and instantly feel better.




  I explain exactly what O’Donnell said.




  ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe anyone would do that.’




  ‘She is just some nutter, isn’t she?’ As I speak I realize how much I’m looking to Hen to reassure me.




  ‘Or worse,’ Hen says darkly. ‘Sounds like she could be just trying to get you out of the house for a few minutes or something.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Probably so she – or whoever she’s working with – can sneak into the house to burgle it while it’s empty.’




  I think of the plump, anxious woman who stood on my doorstep.




  ‘I don’t think that’s it,’ I say uncertainly.




  ‘Then what the hell is she playing at?’ Hen’s voice rises. ‘Why would anyone make up such a terrible story? Why would anyone want to hurt you like that?’




  ‘You don’t think I should go down the road and . . . and find out more?’




  ‘Jesus Christ, Gen, no way.’ I can just picture Hen’s expression as she speaks, her pale eyes wide with shock, her frizzy hair wild around her face. ‘Don’t

  give the mad cow the satisfaction of thinking she’s got to you.’




  I’m chewing at the skin around my fingernail. I tear a tiny strip of skin away with my teeth.




  Hen’s son, Nathan, is yelling in the background, ‘Mum! Mum!’




  ‘Sorry, Gen.’ Hen sucks in her breath. ‘I’m gonna have to go. Nat’s off school with a cold. Hey, d’you want me to bring anything for Art’s party on

  Friday?’




  Oh, shit. I take my finger away from my mouth. That’s what I was going to do today: Art’s fortieth was last weekend, but the party is planned for the end of the week. I was

  going to make a shopping list.




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Just bring yourself and Rob.’ Nathan’s shouts rise in volume. ‘Speak later.’




  I put down my phone. Talking to Hen hasn’t helped as much as I hoped it would. I don’t believe Lucy O’Donnell was trying to lure me out of my house. She wanted to come in.




  With a jolt, it strikes me: maybe she really believes Dr Rodriguez did steal Beth away from us.




  I wander from room to room. The house feels oppressively silent. I check the time again. It’s almost 10.30. Art will still be in his meeting. I want to tell him what’s happened. I

  want him to tell me that Lucy O’Donnell is wrong. A con artist, like Hen said.




  But they didn’t see her; the nervous look in her eye, the trembling hands, the attempt to look smart in her cheap suit with the sweat patches under the armpits.




  I’m certain she believed what she said.




  I sit on the bottom step of the stairs, my head in my hands. A minute passes. Then another. Soon it will be eleven o’clock. Soon my opportunity to find out what O’Donnell was talking

  about will be over. I’m almost completely certain she’s wrong, but that tiny sliver of doubt fractures inside me, shooting poison through every vein.




  I stand up. I fetch my keys and my purse. I don’t have a choice. I have to find out what she believes. And why.




  Sam’s Deli is one of my favourite local shops. It always smells of cheese and smoked meats, while its dark wooden shelves groan with pickles and preserves. I walk through the deli section,

  past a shelf of chilli jam and pickled okra and into the café at the back.




  Lucy O’Donnell is sitting at a small round table well apart from the only other people in the room – a gaggle of mums and toddlers by the far wall. A cup of white coffee stands in

  front of her. It looks cold and untouched. She looks up and sees me watching her. She blinks rapidly as I walk over. The floor is bare, the tables and chairs are wooden and functional. Pictures of

  Italian-American film stars are dotted around the walls. I sit down under Al Pacino and fold my hands in my lap. My heart is racing and my throat feels so dry I’m not sure I can speak.




  Lucy reaches across the table and touches my arm. I pull back.




  ‘Would you like some coffee?’ she asks, as a waiter walks over.




  ‘Just water, thanks,’ I croak.




  The waiter leaves and I look at Lucy. Her eyes are still full of embarrassment and fear.




  ‘Mrs Loxley . . .’ She coughs. ‘Thank you for coming. I’m sorry I didn’t explain properly before. Let me start again.’ Lucy heaves her fake-leather handbag

  onto the table between us and rummages inside it for a second. She pulls out a photo of herself and another middle-aged black woman, both smiling at the camera. The second woman is wearing a

  nurse’s uniform. ‘That’s my sister, Mary,’ Lucy says, handing me the picture. ‘She attended the birth of your baby eight years ago . . . Eight years ago this

  June.’




  I stare at the photo. The second woman is vaguely familiar, but I can’t place her for certain. The time just before the emergency C-section is such a blur. I’d met Dr Rodriguez many

  times, of course. But my normal midwife was on holiday when I had the operation and I only met the theatre team as I was being prepared for the anaesthetic. There were five or six people at least,

  but I was in such a daze I don’t remember any of them properly.




  Lucy’s brow creases with concern. ‘Don’t you recognize her?’




  For a second I wonder if the woman is simply insane.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I say. My voice is hoarse. Barely a whisper.




  ‘But she was with you at the Fair Angel when you had your baby.’




  I stare again at the photograph, trying to remember.




  One of the theatre nurses was a black woman. I remember her holding my hand as the anaesthetist put me under for the emergency caesarean. I can’t recall her face clearly, though,

  and certainly not her name.




  ‘I can’t be sure this is her,’ I say, handing back the photograph.




  Lucy takes it and tucks it absently into her coat pocket. She gives that nervous little cough again. ‘Mary was there. The doctor – Dr Rodriguez – he hired her from an agency .

  . . he paid for her to travel from Birmingham, where we live . . .’




  The waiter returns and places my glass of water on the table. A tiny drop splashes onto the wood.




  ‘But there were a lot of other people in the operating theatre,’ I insist. ‘Are you seriously saying they all witnessed a baby being born alive then pretended it was

  dead?’




  ‘Just the anaesthetist, and Mary,’ Lucy says. ‘Dr Rodriguez got the junior doctor and the other nurses out of the room before the baby was born.’




  ‘How?’ I shake my head. It all sounds ridiculously far-fetched.




  Lucy shrugs. ‘I’m not sure . . . Mary was so ill when she told me . . . but I think he might have given them something . . . made it look like food poisoning.’




  What? I stare at her, my mind in overdrive. What she is describing would have taken such elaborate planning. ‘Why?’




  ‘I don’t know. I just know that Dr Rodriguez took your baby to give to someone else,’ Lucy goes on. Her voice is low, but filled with emotion. ‘Mary saw, because she

  helped Dr Rodriguez with the delivery. The doctor paid her ten years’ wages for that one birth. The only condition was that she keep quiet.’




  My head feels like a million tiny bombs are exploding inside it. Could Dr Rodriguez really have pretended Beth had died, then paid his staff to keep quiet about it? My mind shrieks that these

  are lies and yet, as I look into Lucy O’Donnell’s eyes, my instinct tells me she is sincere.




  I try to focus, to force myself to form a coherent question, a challenge . . .




  What about Beth’s chromosomal abnormality? What about the fact that I saw a picture of our poor dead baby, and Art saw her in the flesh? What about the fact that reputable doctors

  don’t risk being struck off to steal babies from healthy, wealthy women?




  The question I ask, however, is not any of these.




  ‘Why are you telling me this?’ My voice is shaking. My whole body is trembling, whether with shock or anger I don’t know. I fix my gaze on Lucy’s anxious, worn face.

  ‘Why now?’




  ‘I only just found out,’ Lucy says. Her eyes fill with tears as she speaks. ‘My sister . . . Mary . . . she passed away just last month. Cancer. Cancer of the colon. Caught

  late, it took her fast, but just before she . . . before the end, she told me what happened . . . what really happened.’ She pauses. I stare at her intently.




  ‘And?’ I say.




  ‘Mary and I were brought up Catholic,’ Lucy goes on, her voice falling to a whisper. ‘Mary said she knew what she’d done was wrong and she couldn’t go to her grave

  with such a wicked sin on her conscience. I don’t see why she’d lie to me, and what she told me made sense of so much . . . you know, where the money came for her and Ronnie to pay for

  their new place and . . . and . . . that’s what she told me, Mrs Loxley, just that. “Her baby was born alive.” Those were her exact words. She said: “I feel so bad, Lucy, so

  bad for that poor lady because they took her baby away and told her the little thing was dead.”’




  My heart is thumping so hard the whole café must be able to hear it. It can’t be true. And yet I want it to be true. I want and I don’t want . . .




  ‘So if . . . if you’re right . . .’ It’s an effort to form the words, to speak them. ‘If what you’re saying is really true, then where is . . . where’s

  my . . . my baby now?’




  Lucy’s face creases with sympathy. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry but I don’t know any more than what I just told you. Mary was close to the

  end when she told me. She didn’t say much after but, to be honest with you, I don’t think she knew anything else about your baby.’




  ‘But . . .?’ I stop, trying to work out what I’m asking. ‘Why would Dr Rodriguez steal my baby away from me? It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, if someone else

  wanted a baby, and they couldn’t have their own, why not adopt or use a surrogate? Why not steal a baby from someone very poor or very young, with no resources?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Lucy offers me a hopeless shrug. ‘Mary said there was just her and the doctor and the anaesthetist in the know, that the doctor handed her the baby while

  he sewed you up.’




  My mouth is dry. I take a sip of my water.




  ‘So you’re saying the anaesthetist knew about this as well?’ I try to remember what he looked like, but all I can picture is a pair of bushy eyebrows above a surgical mask.

  ‘Do you know his name?’




  ‘No,’ she says. ‘I don’t.’




  I shake my head. ‘Okay . . .’ I hesitate, trying to marshal my thoughts, to get the words right. ‘Okay, I understand why your sister told you, but why are you here, telling me

  this?’




  Lucy’s cheeks redden. ‘Well, I didn’t want it on my conscience any more than Mary wanted it on hers and . . . and then . . . Bernard . . . that’s my husband . . .

  he’s recently out of work and well, anyway . . . it just seemed like the right thing to do.’ She stops and looks away.




  My heart sinks. So Bernard has lost his job. Of course. That’s what this is about: money.




  ‘Was it a good job?’ I ask, lightly.




  ‘Yes, well, it was a regular salary. Bernard worked for a construction company, but he’s getting older and they’re always looking for ways of getting rid of the union guys

  before they get too close to their pensions.’ She shakes her head, lost for the moment in her own problems. ‘When Bernard came home and told me, it was too much on top of knowing how

  sick poor Mary was getting, but then, after she died and I told him what she told me about your baby he said that it wasn’t a coincidence, that the Lord had taken Mary so that she would tell

  us about your baby. And he went on the internet and found out all your details – about how you’d called the baby Beth and you being a writer and your husband appearing on that TV

  show.’




  Lucy picks up her cup of coffee. It suddenly all clicks into place. She’s only here because of Art’s involvement in The Trials. The series – a reality TV show

  that’s a cross between Dragon’s Den and The Apprentice – was shown over four weeks earlier in the year; Art was one of the three panellists. It’s not like

  the show has made him a household name. And – apart from once or twice during the weeks when the show was broadcast – he hasn’t been recognized in the street either. But in

  business circles, Art’s reputation has definitely been enhanced. And he’s developed a small but devoted fan-base of female admirers too. Any internet search on Art would quickly reveal

  he is successful and wealthy – just as any attempt to find out about me online would identify me firstly as his wife and mother of his stillborn baby girl and, secondly, as a writer, albeit

  one who hasn’t published a book in eight years.




  Lucy puts down her cup. It rattles in the saucer. ‘So it was easy to find you, Mrs Loxley. And . . . oh, goodness, Bernard and I knew this would be a shock for you but we hoped that in

  coming here . . .’




  ‘We?’ I look around. The only man in the café is the young waiter. ‘Is Bernard here too?’




  ‘He’s outside in our hire car, waiting for me.’ Lucy looks embarrassed. She pushes across the table a scrap of paper on which a mobile phone number is neatly printed. ‘We

  didn’t want to overwhelm you. Here’s my number for when you’ve had a chance to think about what I’ve said.’




  The reality of the situation settles inside me as I pick up the piece of paper and shove it into my coat pocket. A couple with vague connections to the hospital in which I lost my baby have seen

  an opportunity to make money out of my grief by selling me false information. The cruelty of it almost blinds me and, now that the terrible hope is dashed, I realize just how huge a part of me

  craved that Beth was, truly, alive.




  This hope, of course, is the very emotion that Lucy and Bernard have been counting on. In seconds, my hurt turns to humiliation and my humiliation to rage.




  ‘So how much do you want?’ I snap.




  Lucy looks shocked. ‘That isn’t what we . . . it’s not like that . . .’




  Christ, they’re not even good extortionists.




  ‘So do you have anything else to sell apart from your sister’s deathbed confession?’




  Lucy frowns. ‘I don’t understand.’




  I lean forward, spitting out the words. ‘Do you have anything else to tell me?’ I say, not expecting an answer.




  She frowns, then bites her lip. Hesitating.




  So she has held something back, some other bargaining chip. I steel myself. ‘You want the money first? Is that it?’ I’m seething now, my fists clenched, barely able to contain

  the fury that roils inside me.




  ‘No, Mrs Loxley, it’s just this last thing is hard to tell you . . .’ she tails off.




  ‘Harder than telling me my daughter’s stillbirth was a con? That a perfectly reputable doctor risked being sent to prison?’




  A couple of the mums sitting across the room glance over. Lucy looks desperate. ‘I don’t know why the doc—’




  ‘So what do you know?’ I say, struggling to keep my voice down. ‘Apart from everything you’ve already told me and the fact that my husband and I are relatively

  well off?’




  ‘Please don’t be angry.’ Lucy pushes her cup across the table. ‘I can’t say that Bernard and I weren’t hoping for a reward for this news when we saw about

  your husband’s success. I mean, to Bernard it isn’t right that Mary and Ronnie had so much with us having nothing. They haven’t even got children, while Bernard and me, we have

  four. And our youngest two are still living at home. I would have emailed you, but . . . but Bernard said you needed to see my face when I told you. That otherwise you might not believe me. But

  it’s true, Mrs Loxley. And no matter what you think, I’m not here for the money. I’m here to be true to Mary. I know it’s what she wanted. Else why would she have told

  me?’




  I stare into Lucy’s eyes. For a second I falter . . . Every instinct tells me she’s telling the truth. And yet she can’t be.




  ‘Tell me the final thing,’ I snarl. ‘Then we’ll see about a reward.’




  Lucy swallows. ‘It’s just this.’ She hesitates again. A fly crawls across the table between us.




  ‘Yes?’ I look up.




  ‘It’s your husband,’ Lucy says, her voice barely audible. ‘According to Mary, he knew. He knew what Dr Rodriguez was doing.’




  It’s the last straw. Shock sucks all the air out of me. I’m on my feet before I’ve even registered standing up.




  ‘Lies,’ I hiss. ‘Liar.’




  Moments later I’m outside, running down the road, desperate to get away.




  Desperate to get home.




  





  This was the day Ginger Tall and Broken Tooth happened. I was in the playground but I knew where there was a rip in the fence and when the teacher wasn’t looking I

  crawled under because there was a big conker on the other side but it was really belonging to us because it had fallen from the tree on our side. I didn’t think anyone would notice but they

  did before I even got to the conker.




  There were two of them.




  ‘Hey, Pig Face,’ said the tall one with ginger hair. ‘Why are you in our playground?’




  ‘Yeah, why?’ The one with the chipped front tooth was short and skinny with glasses on, but still bigger than me.




  I pushed my hair back, trying not to look like I was scared. But I was. And they could see it. Ginger Tall smiled – a mean, thin smile, all glinting from metal braces.




  ‘You shouldn’t be here.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Broken Tooth added.




  The rain was like someone throwing pencils on my face. I turned to leave, but Ginger Tall ran in front of me. ‘Where are you going, Pig Face?’




  I said nothing. Tried to pass.




  Ginger Tall grabbed my arm with nasty fingers. They dug in so hard they hurt. ‘You deaf now, too?’




  I opened my mouth, but there was a tight feeling in my throat, stopping my words. I was so scared that I could feel a little bit of wee coming out.




  Help, let me go. That was what I wanted to shout, but my voice wasn’t working.




  And then Ginger Tall made his hand into a fist.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Art’s phone is still going to voicemail, so I speak to Hen again, ranting down the phone at her as I pick apart everything Lucy O’Donnell said. To her credit, Hen

  refrains from pointing out she told me not to go and meet the woman.




  I come away from the call exhausted and wound up. It’s not quite midday but I pour myself a glass of wine and sit down in front of my computer. I need to sort out a lesson plan for later

  in the week and check my emails. Hopefully that will take my mind off what’s just happened.




  There’re a couple of messages from the Art & Media Institute, just admin stuff. One from my agent, inviting me to a drinks party in May. I squirm as I read it – all friendly and

  chatty but with a rather barbed ‘Do hope you will have some news for us soon’ at the end. She’s referring to my writing, of course. I was starting to plan a fourth book when Beth

  died. I haven’t written a word since. I’ve checked my contract and there’s nothing to say I have to send her my next idea by a certain date. Still, after producing nothing and

  working on nothing for eight years, I can’t help but wonder when she’s finally going to get fed up and chuck me back on the slush pile where she found me.




  The last email I open is from Morgan, Art’s sister. I’ve left this one to the end, because virtually all communication with Morgan leaves me feeling inadequate. It’s not really

  her fault – she’s just so groomed and ultra-organized. She and Art didn’t know each other for most of their childhoods, which were spent at opposite ends of the social spectrum.

  Morgan was born into privilege and privately educated splendour, growing up in Edinburgh. Art, meanwhile, was the illegitimate son of Morgan’s father and a pretty London waitress, and grew up

  in single-parent poverty in Archway.




  I force myself to read Morgan’s email. Sure enough, she’s asking what the arrangements are for Art’s fortieth-birthday party which, as Hen reminded me earlier, is this

  Friday. I take a breath. It’s not really a problem. I’ve already told our friends and was just planning to pop to M&S at some point to stock up on party food. We have a

  well-loaded iPod and plenty of booze – Art buys wine and beer in bulk as part of some business deal, and our entire dining room is basically a large drinks cupboard.




  My meagre arrangements, however, clearly won’t satisfy Morgan. I read through her email with a growing sense of guilt – and resentment.




  

    

      Hey Gen!!! How are things? I’m planning to be with you Friday lunchtime (I’m flying in on the Red Eye from a conference in New York). Hope that’s okay? Is

      there anything you’d like me to bring for Art’s party? I’m dying to hear all about it – when did you send invites? I guess mine’s waiting for me at home – or

      did you leave me off the list?! Only kidding. Who is your caterer? What music are you planning? Will you be working from a theme for the decorations or just going with something traditional?

      What kind of cake have you ordered? Is there any surprise element I should know to keep quiet about?


    


  




  Etc., etc. I start to email back but am soon overwhelmed by the impossibility of explaining to Morgan in writing that her idea of party arranging is a far cry from the low-key

  efforts that pass muster in our corner of north London.




  Feeling irritated, I simply reply that I’ll see her in two days’ time, then crawl onto the sofa, determined to spend the next ten minutes making a shopping list in my head.

  Hummus, olives, pitta . . . maybe I could introduce some sort of camp, seventies theme with prawn cocktail canapés or cheese and pineapple on sticks . . . But my mind keeps going

  over what Lucy O’Donnell told me.




  Her words swim around my head.




  Beth is alive. Your husband knew.




  It’s bright and crisp and clear outside. The sort of early spring day I normally love. But today it doesn’t touch me. Today, I can’t think straight. Can’t think at all.

  The woman was lying . . . it was a scam . . . that’s the only explanation. Art would never, could never, have colluded in such a lie.




  And yet doubt crawls through my mind. Could any part of what O’Donnell told me be true?




  The phone rings. And though I’ve been expecting the call, the sound makes me jump. I reach for the handset beside the sofa.




  ‘Gen?’ Art’s voice is full of concern. ‘Are you okay?’




  ‘Oh, Art.’ I can feel the tears welling up just at the sound of his voice.




  ‘Hen just called me,’ Art says. ‘She told me about . . . that woman . . .’ He spits out the words. ‘I can’t bloody believe it.’




  ‘Oh.’ I’m slightly thrown. Hen knows Art well, of course, but I didn’t expect him to hear this intimate piece of information from anyone other than me.




  ‘So tell me exactly what this woman said to you?’ he says.




  I go through the whole thing again. I hesitate when I get to the part about O’Donnell’s conviction that Art himself was involved, then I rush in and tell him that too. He makes a

  noise that’s halfway between a growl and a groan.




  ‘I can’t believe they would do this,’ he says.




  ‘Who?’ I sit straight up on the sofa. ‘Art, do you know who . . . who that woman is?’




  He sighs. ‘Not for sure, but I’m guessing John Vaizey from Associated Software sent her. We totally crushed them on a pitch last week.’




  My head spins. ‘Why would one of your business rivals pretend that . . .?’




  ‘Vaizey threatened me after the pitch, called me a “media tart” and said I’d better not take the account if I wanted to stay in business.’




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I say.




  ‘I thought it was just a meaningless threat but . . .’ Art’s breathing is shallow. ‘I never thought he’d do something so cruel . . . or . . . or aimed at

  you.’




  I think it through. Fourteen years of listening to Art talk about his business dealings have left me with no illusions; the apparently sedate world of corporate investments often produces

  unbelievably destructive and underhand tactics. ‘But . . . but how would he know the sister of the theatre nurse at the hospital?’ I say. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’




  ‘It’s a con, Gen,’ Art says bitterly. ‘You don’t even know this woman was the nurse’s sister. You said yourself you couldn’t even be sure the

  woman in the photo she showed you was really the nurse from the hospital.’




  This is true. For the first time in hours the horror of O’Donnell’s claims slides into a context I can cope with. Everything she said was designed to hurt me and – through me

  – Art.




  ‘Anyway, who else could it be?’ Art goes on. ‘You don’t have any enemies. You don’t even have a proper job.’




  There’s a pause while I register what he’s said. It’s true, of course – I only work at the college eight hours a week – but it’s blunt, even for Art, who

  never sugar-coats anything. He obviously realizes this and softens his voice.




  ‘The point is, everyone loves you. It’s got to be a business thing.’




  I’m nodding on the other end of the phone, desperately wanting to believe him. And yet Lucy O’Donnell’s anxious face is still in my mind’s eye.




  ‘It’s just . . . she seemed so sincere, like . . . even if the whole thing was made up, she genuinely thinks it’s true.’




  ‘That’s stupid.’ Art’s voice has the force of a hurricane. ‘Don’t start imagining things. I was there too, remember? Beth died inside you.’




  I flinch.




  ‘How could anyone think she’s alive?’ Art persists. ‘There was a whole team of people in the operating theatre who said she was dead.’




  ‘Lucy O’Donnell said Dr Rodriguez got most of them out of the room before the baby was born; that he gave them food poisoning or something so they wouldn’t be there

  when—’




  ‘Can you hear how far-fetched all this sounds?’ Art demands. ‘What about the scan that showed she was dead? No movement, no heartbeat. What about the tests on her they

  did later?’




  ‘You can manipulate images and turn off sounds and substitute bodies,’ I say stubbornly.




  ‘For goodness’ sake,’ Art says. ‘The doctor took her out of you. He saw her.’




  ‘I didn’t see her,’ I say, remembering how Beth had been born so disfigured that the doctor had advised against it when I came round after the anaesthetic. The phone

  feels hot against my ear.




  ‘No.’ Art hesitates. ‘But I did.’




  A woman’s voice sounds in the background. She has a slight French accent. She’s asking Art to go with her. Art muffles the receiver.




  ‘Okay, Sandrine, sure.’ He sounds self-conscious. Unlike himself. Then he’s back. ‘Sorry, Gen, I have to go. I was supposed to be in my next meeting ten minutes

  ago.’




  ‘It’s fine,’ I say.




  ‘Are you sure you’re okay? Why don’t you call Hen to come over, or Sue, or—’




  ‘I’m fine, Art, honest.’




  We say goodbye and I curl up on the sofa. The memories that I keep walled up are flooding back. How I got pregnant with Beth so easily – within a couple of months of coming off the Pill.

  How happy Art was when I told him: his eyes lit up with a boyish grin. How tired I felt and how it didn’t feel real until I saw Beth sucking her thumb on the scan. Not that I knew she was a

  girl then; I asked, but they said the position she was in made it impossible to tell. How I sang to her songs that my dad used to sing to me. How she would kick when I was in the bath and how Art

  and I would watch my belly moving, entranced and – we laughingly admitted to each other – ever so slightly freaked out.




  The day we travelled to Oxford to stay in our rented house for the last month, I was all hormonal, crying at the change of scene, worried I wouldn’t settle and that we should never have

  left the security of London and our local hospital. But the house was so lovely and Dr Rodriguez was so reassuring that I felt right at home within hours of arriving.




  My mind skips to the day itself: 11 June. I’d been feeling light-headed and groggy all day and hadn’t felt the baby move for hours. At first, I wasn’t particularly bothered by

  this – at 37 weeks her movements had slowed right down. But Art was anxious. Jittery. He was trying not to show how concerned he felt, but he kept suggesting I went to the hospital for a

  proper check. I hadn’t had a scan for weeks but Dr Rodriguez said they could fit me in late afternoon. We got there early, so took a stroll around the natural-birth pod, which wasn’t

  being used that day The pod was – is – an amazing creation. A womb-shaped environment designed to replicate whatever natural scene you choose: at the flick of a button, the walls show a

  film of the sea, or woods or open countryside – or even, at an extra cost, the client’s own footage – with sounds and smells to match. There’s a birthing pool, a soft,

  padded floor that can be sloped at various gradients, and pillows and cushions in a range of sizes and textures. I was still, at that point, hopeful I’d be able to give birth there. I

  remember Art and I agreeing that the pool with the film of the ocean all around and a starlit sky above would be our first choice – both of us loving the swish and drag of the waves and the

  scent of salt in the warm air.




  Still feeling lightheaded, and increasingly worried that I hadn’t felt the baby move for hours now, I walked with Art across to the main building for my check-up. Dr Rodriguez asked me to

  wait: there was some problem with the ultrasound scanner in his usual room. We waited nearly two hours until another was free. It grew overcast outside. Art was fidgeting, anxious. And then Dr

  Rodriguez was with us. The radiographer had gone, so the doctor did the scan himself. I remember him peering at the screen, the concern on his face. And then him turning to us, saying that he was

  so terribly sorry. He had to say the words three times before I heard them: our baby had died in the womb.
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