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For my family




PART ONE

THE OFFER




1

Ruth was hosting a cast and crew screening in Soho for Hurt, the drama series she’d been working on for the past five years. It was in one of those small, underground viewing theatres in a mews: out of the rain, down narrow, dingy stairs, then into a brightly lit bar. Secret, but cosy. Laughter and the promise of gin. In the Ladies she applied lipstick and blusher, threw on a flamered scarf to enliven her dark jacket, then rehearsed her warm, knowing, mother-of-the-show smile. She loved these events. Fifty or sixty of the actors, technicians and production team were expected – not bad for a wet Tuesday in October. They’d come to celebrate the series, before it ventured out into an uncertain world of critics and audience ratings. On nights like these budget crises, overruns and shouting matches were a distant memory, but the reflex intimacy of the group remained.

She worked the room, hugging, laughing and gossiping, until it was time to start. Then she stepped onto a small stage, raised her glass, and waited for the crowd to quieten. She told them how brilliant they all were: how they’d made something ground-breaking and timely.

‘In a moment we’re going to show the first episode. But before that, here’s to Hurt. And to all of you. Thank you, I’m so proud.’

Loud applause, then everyone swarmed towards the screening room. Ruth picked up fragments of chatter and caught her name.

‘Don’t you just love her? … makes you feel valued, not like most of them nowadays … ’

‘I know … ’

She slowed her pace and listened, amused and flattered.

‘ … gives directors and writers their heads, fights for projects, and shows up when the shit hits the fan … most execs steer well clear … ’

‘ … yeah, committed, but she’s a good laugh, the stories … ’

‘ … been around for decades … ’

Then, sotto voce, but she caught it.

‘Early fifties, I reckon.’

‘No, older … I worked with her on the first series of Casualty, back in the day … ’

‘ … used to be so ravishing, that long hair and those eyes, almost Italian … lovely bone structure even now. But … ’

‘ … ravages of time … comes to us all, though, doesn’t it? Unless you take steps to turn back the clock … ’

‘Right, and she’s not the type, is she … ?’

Ruth lifted her head and hurried on, chiding herself for her vanity. She knew what they saw. She remembered the moment she’d first noticed the shift, four years ago in central London: she and Lauren had stopped to buy coffees from a cart. The baristas, men in their mid-twenties, checked out her nubile, taut-fleshed elder daughter and began to flirt. Ruth joined in the banter, smiling and laughing, but they ignored her – as if she wasn’t there. She’d taken her sexual attractiveness for granted for more than three decades, then suddenly it was gone: something in her extinguished. Her dark brown hair was veined with silver and she wore it up now; her skin was losing its elasticity and drooped, like uncooked pastry, over the bones of her face; no monthly surge of hormones came to rescue and rejuvenate her. Her moon had set, for good. Not menopaused. Finished. Over. She minded; and the minding came as a surprise.

She shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the thoughts and recover her equilibrium, then found a seat in the theatre, halfway back in the middle of a row next to Bella (late forties, lots of cleavage, blonde and still very visible). The two of them had worked together at the BBC and six years ago they’d started Morrab Films, a small but respected independent drama company with three successful series to its name.

Bella squeezed Ruth’s hand. ‘Lovely speech, darling. Well done. Been a bit of a marathon, this one, hasn’t it?’

The pre-title sequence unfurled: a little girl, running down a dark corridor, whimpering and stumbling as the music built. An adult hand reaching down into shot, lifting her up and out of vision – unclear whether into safety or peril. Muffled screams, and finally a long silence. They’d spent weeks in the edit suite trying to get the thing to gel, and now it worked, forced you to keep watching. Hurt was about abduction and shifting identities, based on a real case that had mesmerised Ruth. It was an important story that needed to be told, but a succession of legal obstacles had delayed production and delivery and she was privately worried that it might have missed its moment. The previous year gritty, challenging dramas like this had done well with audiences; now viewers seemed hungry only for fantasy and escapism. If Hurt bombed, the company would be in trouble: they were relying on getting a second series commissioned. But she was probably getting things out of proportion: eighteen months of working evenings and weekends had taken their toll.

She snuggled into the big velour seat and allowed herself to daydream. If only she could get off the treadmill for a while. The job was wonderful – a crazy mix of performance, manipulation, crowd control and troubleshooting – but relentless. What would it be like to stop? To do something just for herself? She sighed. If only they weren’t so reliant on her income to pay the mortgage; if only she wasn’t going to have to work flat out over the next three months to ensure Morrab Films stayed on an even keel …

The first time her phone buzzed against her hip she was oblivious. The second time she ignored it, and the third. It was only when she felt the pulse of a text that she pulled her coat over her head and squinted at the screen. It was from Dan.


Laurie lost the baby this morning

and has had emergency surgery

Please come – Room F, Gynae

Ward, Ladyfield Hospital



Ruth bent forward and clutched her abdomen, engulfed by a cramping anguish. She gathered up her coat and bag, leant into Bella and whispered, ‘Lauren’s had another miscarriage. Got to go.’

‘Of course.’ Bella squeezed Ruth’s arm. ‘Send her my love.’

‘Can you do the you-were-all-so-fab at the end? And give my apologies.’

Bella nodded.

By the time she had squeezed and sorried her way along the row, Ruth’s phone was vibrating again. ‘Adam? … I know, Dan messaged me too … Yes, heartbreaking. Fourteen and a half weeks, imagine … No, I’ll take the Underground, it’ll be quicker. See you there.’

It was raining torrentially and there were long delays, but Ruth was glad to be in the anonymous neon-lit carriage where she didn’t have to engage with anyone. As she came out of the station the wind sucked her umbrella inside out, baring its metal carcass, and she was soaked by the time she arrived at the hospital. As the doors of the ward slid open she remembered all the other bleak pilgrimages she and Adam had made to this corner of south London to mourn the deaths of six potential grandchildren. She found a toilet cubicle and leant over a basin to wring the water from her hair, then peered at herself in the mirror: the red scarf was an affront to the moment, she took it off and stuffed it in her bag.

Adam was lurking in the corridor outside the room. He was on edge, he’d never been comfortable in hospitals. ‘What kept you? I’ve been here almost half an hour.’

‘Flash floods on the line.’ She hugged him, then knocked on the door and pushed it open.

It was a cruel parody of a nativity scene: their daughter and son-in-law locked together on the bed, faces buried in one another. Lauren was wearing a pale blue hospital gown, a smudge of dried blood on her right calf. Dan still had his jacket and tie on. The exposed white skin above his socks made Ruth want to cry.

She said, ‘Are we OK to come in?’

They looked up, surprised in their grief, cheeks raw and swollen, then Dan stood and helped Lauren haul herself painstakingly into a sitting position. She shivered and he draped a blanket around her thin shoulders. An intravenous tube snaked from the drip above her head into the back of her right hand; her face was shuttered and shockingly pale. She looked like an abandoned child.

Ruth perched on the edge of the bed and embraced her. ‘This is so unfair,’ she said. ‘You don’t deserve it. Any of it.’ She tried to rock her, wanting to make it all go away, but Lauren stiffened in her embrace, then broke free.

‘Don’t, Mum, please.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m just not meant—’ Her face trembled for an instant then closed down again.

Ruth retreated, feeling the surge of love and frustration that Lauren so often provoked: even now, in extremis, she wouldn’t yield and be comforted. She’d been like this from the beginning, self-absorbed and private as a little girl, withdrawn and watchful in her teens; so hard to reach, always. And the distance had grown since she’d got together with Dan.

Adam extended an arm towards Dan’s shoulder, wanting to hug him, then thought better of it and clasped his hand instead. He walked to the corner of the room, shook his wet coat and hung it behind the door. Dan moved two chairs next to the bed and they sat down.

Lauren told them about the pains that had ambushed her at home soon after Dan had left for work; the bleeding in the taxi, and thinking if only she could stop it everything would be OK; the fear as she waited alone in a side room, the contractions, blood pooling on the lino between her feet and how she’d known it was all over from the expression on the doctor’s face while he was examining her. She’d bled much more this time: it had been a sort of delivery, and she’d seen the foetus. It was the size of her fist and perfect, with a head, arms, legs and eyelids. ‘I held it here,’ she cupped her hands in front of her face and stared at the memory. ‘My baby.’

Adam sat forward and put his head in his hands.

‘Oh my love.’ Ruth felt guilt at her own easy fertility, and something else – the tug of an old wound. ‘That must have been so hard, all by yourself. I wish I could have been with you. Done something.’

‘If you’re thinking you could have stopped it happening you’re wrong,’ said Lauren flatly. ‘No one could. I was just sitting in my studio, working on an illustration. It wasn’t my fault, Mum.’

‘Of course it wasn’t,’ said Ruth.

‘The mistake we made was to assume we were in the clear,’ said Dan, as if their reckless optimism had killed the baby. ‘According to the midwives, the chance of a miscarriage after thirteen weeks was tiny and we believed them. Should have known better.’

‘And now they’ve said … ’ but Lauren’s voice faltered. ‘You tell them,’ she whispered to Dan.

‘The surgeon who operated to stop the bleeding said that if Laurie ever got pregnant again there’s a risk she’d die.’

His words hung in the air, then Ruth murmured, ‘Oh, darling.’

Lauren said nothing, her eyes were tightly shut. Ruth imagined the tears, banked up like a swollen river behind the lids.

They made stilted conversation for a while, then Adam offered to brave the elements and get a takeaway supper. Lauren shook her head. ‘Thanks, Dad, but we’re not hungry. Why don’t you two head home?’ She looked at Ruth. ‘They’re keeping me in because I need a transfusion, but Dan’s going to stay.’

‘Are you sure?’ Adam got to his feet and began pulling on his coat, his relief palpable. He walked to the bed and kissed Lauren’s forehead, then tried to speak, but no words came, so he picked up his briefcase and retreated.

Ruth leant forward and hugged Lauren. ‘I’ll be thinking of you, darling, and I’ll message you tomorrow, but call me when you feel like it, whatever the time. Try to get some sleep.’

Dan followed them to the end of the long corridor.

Ruth said, ‘It must have been so hard for you.’

He nodded, then stared at her, with a look of horror on his face, as if he was reliving something. ‘There was so much blood, and they couldn’t stop it. I thought she was going to die.’

He looked away and Ruth saw he was struggling to maintain his composure, then he said, ‘On Monday mornings the blokes in the office show one another videos of what their kids did at the weekend. Normally I just sit there, staring at my screen, but last week, I took in the scan of our baby. They were really chuffed, bought me drinks after work and talked about how great it is being a dad. And now … ’ He bent forward, winded by grief. ‘It’s all over. Again.’

All through the years of fertility treatment and miscarriages, Dan had never let his feelings show. It was one of the reasons they’d never felt close to him. Now Ruth’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I wish you weren’t having to go through this, my love.’

‘Sorry, take no notice.’ He rolled his shoulders back. ‘No point me getting emotional, is there? Last thing Laurie needs after what she’s been through.’ He let out a long sigh. ‘The IVF has kept us going for five years. I don’t know how she’s going to cope.’

Adam nodded. ‘It’s going to be hard.’

‘Understatement.’ Dan gave a brief, mirthless laugh. ‘There’s a freezer full of our kids in the basement of the clinic: all it needed was for one of them to make it through a pregnancy.’ He winced. ‘But it wasn’t going to happen, was it? Because we’re unlucky, Laurie and me.’

‘You mustn’t think like that.’ Ruth put her hand on his arm. ‘How about finding a surrogate to host one of your embryos? Lauren’s always said that would be your fallback.’

‘We’ve talked about it,’ said Dan. ‘But the fact is we’ve already burned up thirty thousand pounds, nothing’s worked and we’ve been through hell in the process.’ He rubbed his hands over his face as if he was trying to wash away the memory. ‘I’m not sure I can take any more … ’

Adam frowned. ‘I don’t blame you. Surrogacy isn’t cheap and it’s a minefield.’ Ruth shot him a look and mouthed, Not now.

‘I’m sorry, Dan,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have mentioned it. You’re exhausted and now’s not the right time. I just don’t want you to give up hope.’

‘Yeah.’ Dan looked at them blearily. ‘Anyway, thanks for coming over. I’d best go back inside.’

Ruth and Adam watched as he lifted the blue and white sign off its hook, turned it over, went into the room and shut the door.

DO NOT DISTURB

They drove through the London night, staring straight ahead, saying nothing. It was always the same after these hospital visits: their tacit acceptance that no words would do. Did Adam have the same sense of déjà vu, Ruth wondered. Was he reliving that early-morning car journey to another hospital, in another life? She’d never asked him, for fear of disturbing the equilibrium they’d so painstakingly constructed. It was one of those experiences, shared but never properly discussed, that bubbled under the surface of their marriage; over the years it had worn a small, desolate patch in its fabric.

As they crossed Vauxhall Bridge, the Thames slithering shiny and black beneath them, she said, ‘I feel guilty that we produced Lauren and Alex so easily. We took it all so much for granted, didn’t we?’

‘I never took children for granted.’

‘Adam.’ She said it as a warning.

‘What I meant—’

Ruth interrupted. ‘We both know what you meant, but let’s not go there, shall we? Not tonight, when we’re both so upset.’

They drove on, in silent separation, along the Embankment and through the dark streets of West Kensington.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Adam. ‘I shouldn’t have said what I did.’ They were on home ground now, passing the playground of the girls’ old primary school in Hammersmith, then Ravenscourt Park where they’d ridden their first bicycles, played rounders at weekends and partied as teenagers. ‘The thing is, I hate seeing Lauren like that and not being able to do anything. The waste of it all.’

Ruth touched his arm. ‘I know,’ she said. He reached out and squeezed her hand.

Goldhawk Road was flooded and a Thames Water emergency team was working under floodlights in a cordoned-off area on the corner of their street. The rain had stopped, but there was a brisk wind now and small grey clouds were hurtling across a sky dyed orange by the light pollution that blanketed the city.

On the doorstep Adam fumbled for his keys and Ruth looked up at the tall, narrow house where they’d lived for over thirty years. She remembered bringing the girls home here, first Lauren, then Alex: the tremulous journey from Queen Charlotte’s Hospital; Adam driving the car with the careful gravity of a new father while she perched in the back, never taking her eyes off the baby in the car seat next to her; the joy and excitement as they crossed the threshold. That’s what she’d wanted for Lauren: a moment of pure exultation as she set off on the adventure of motherhood, after all those barren years. Instead, her daughter would return to the flat meant for a family with her arms empty and her womb condemned. The memory of Lauren’s face, slumped, translucent with grief, on the pillow, pierced Ruth’s heart: she yearned to make it all right, but there was nothing she could do.

She laid the table in the kitchen mechanically and put out some bread and cheese, but neither of them had much appetite. Adam left a voicemail message for Alex, who was flying from her home in San Francisco to a conference in Seattle, so she’d know the latest when she landed, then they collapsed together on the sofa and watched the news. Afterwards Ruth yawned, ‘I’m ready for bed, but you’ve probably got a ton of work?’

Adam stretched his arms over his head and grunted. ‘I’m afraid so, a stack of new documents turned up this afternoon and we’re in court again tomorrow. I need to get going.’ He smiled at her. ‘You go on up, I’ll try not to disturb you.’

‘It’s OK. I’ll sleep in the spare room, that way you can work as long as you like.’ She hugged him. ‘I do love you, Adam.’

‘I know, I love you too.’ He kissed the top of her head.

They clung to one another, separately and silently completing the same sentence: in spite of everything.

As Ruth headed up the stairs, Adam said, ‘Sorry, I meant to ask: how was your screening?’

She paused; it was an effort to remember. ‘It had only just started when I got Dan’s message, but I’m sure it went fine.’ She looked at him sadly. ‘It feels like a long time ago.’
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Long afterwards, when Ruth looked back, searching for an untroubled time – before she lost her footing and the family tilted out of control – she settled on the memory of her birthday lunch, ten days before the miscarriage happened. It hung there, like a sunlit patch of coast in calm weather, just before the storm blew in.

She had nothing to do, which was unusual, so she lay in a plantation chair and gazed at the scene around her. It was a glorious day for late September: the sky above a deep, insistent blue, jasmine running sweetly rampant over the fence next to her, and yellow and purple daisies jostling for space in the borders. Light splashed from the terrace, through the glass-fronted kitchen, and into the tiled hall beyond. Adam was standing by the stove. He was frowning in concentration over a recipe book, shirtsleeves pushed up to the elbows, dark blond hair flecked with silver plastered to his temples. She smiled, it was still a pleasure to look at him.

Ruth stretched and inspected herself: long tanned legs emerged from a pale green linen shift; her tummy, sheathed in controlling Lycra, was hard and flat; only the pouches of skin that lolled sideways towards her armpits gave her away. Every so often she pushed them back into her bra, then watched as they sidled disobediently out again: gravity plus loss of collagen. Fifty-four: what could you expect?

The phone on the table beside her grunted out another message: this time from Sheila, her best and oldest friend:


Happy bday! How DID we get to

be this ancient?? What you up

to? love Sx

Adam’s cooking lunch(!) Am

banished to garden with

newspapers, G&T and instructions

to enjoy self. Strangely stressful …

Simon has never done that in 25

yrs of marriage. Jealous.

Not esp relaxing tbh, but he’ll be

hurt if I offer to help

Enjoy. I have present for you, drink

after work soonest?

Yes please! V busy this wk with

screenings & publicity, but wk

after? Will send dates asap Xxx



The enforced idleness was irksome; she was tempted to run upstairs and fetch some scripts that needed editing, but Adam would be cross. The buzz of the doorbell, echoing through the high-ceilinged house, came as a relief. Minutes later Lauren and Dan made their entrance, striding arm in arm down the brick steps towards her. Lauren was wearing a floating floral-print dress that clung to her slender frame and matched the startling blue of her eyes and she’d tied a scarlet bandanna around her fair curls; Dan towered above her, handsome and solidly built. She gazed at her elder daughter, so lovely today, smiling with a girlish sweetness that belied her thirty years. The sheer physical otherness of Lauren always came as a small shock: her skin was milky and sensitive, quick to blush and burn, blue in the cold; she had the poise of a dancer, but hated sport; and her hands and feet were tiny. She’d always been an unknown quantity, made of different clay – more like Adam’s mother: maybe that explained the distance between them? She loved Lauren, but there was a dislocation in their relationship, none of the easy propinquity she had with Alex.

‘Happy birthday, Mum – no, don’t get up.’ They bent to kiss her.

‘What will you drink?’ she said. ‘Your dad’s being bossy and secretive, but he’s bound to have something special in there.’

Dan looked at Lauren. ‘Water?’ he said, and she nodded. ‘I’ll tell Adam.’ He headed indoors.

Lauren added her present to the pile on the table and pulled up a chair. ‘Dad’s concentrating so hard on the cooking he can barely speak and there are dirty saucepans and bowls everywhere.’ Her voice bubbled with laughter. ‘Lunch may be a while.’

Ruth made a face. ‘I know, I’m dying to go inside and help, but he won’t let me.’

‘He wants to spoil you, so let him,’ said Lauren. She was smiling, but there was a note of irritation in her voice. ‘Maybe stop trying to control everyone and everything, just for one day?’

‘Sorry,’ said Ruth. ‘I’m trying my best and it’s lovely of you to come over. It’s been a while.’ Then she dipped into practised solicitude. ‘How are things?’

‘Life’s good and I’m very happy.’

Ruth was so startled she sat up. Lauren’s emotional gauge was normally stuck somewhere between stoical and sad: five years of fertility treatment and six miscarriages, all of them followed by surgery, had taken a heavy toll. ‘That’s wonderful, I’m so glad you’re in a good place, darling.’ She squeezed Lauren’s hand. ‘Taking a break from the IVF has made all the difference. I knew it would. You’re looking better than you have for ages.’

Lauren blushed. ‘Thanks,’ she said, turning towards the kitchen. ‘Dan’s taking his time, isn’t he? I bet they’ve got on to football.’

‘Yes, and your dad will be so distracted that everything will burn. Maybe I should go in and check?’

Lauren ignored her. ‘Has Alex rung you yet?’

‘Way too early.’ Ruth glanced at her watch. ‘It’s five a.m. in San Francisco – she’ll be fast asleep.’

‘Or falling into bed after a long night, knowing her.’ Alex was a force of nature, clever, energetic and optimistic. She lived a frenetic life in California where she had a job as a software developer. The girls had always been close. ‘Shame she’s not here.’

‘I know,’ said Ruth. ‘I miss her so much.’

Adam emerged from the house carrying a tray, followed by Dan.

‘Everything’s under control,’ he said. ‘So, before you ask, there’s no need to do anything, Ruth.’ He set the tray down with a flourish. ‘Champagne, elderflower cordial, water and some smoked salmon bits.’

The doorbell sounded. No one reacted. Adam was tearing the foil from the bottle, and Lauren and Dan were watching him.

Ruth said, ‘Someone’s at the door. That was the bell. Definitely.’ She went to stand up.

Adam looked unconvinced. ‘Stay there,’ he said, ‘I’ll check.’

He went inside and Ruth wondered aloud whether he was going deaf; Lauren and Dan bit into their blinis.

Seconds later he returned, beaming. ‘Turns out you were right.’ He gestured behind him. ‘Look what I found on the pavement.’ He moved to reveal a tall, angular figure framed in the doorway, a big yellow bag on her shoulder. Cropped dark hair, high cheekbones, large brown eyes, eyebrows raised, smile ironic. Alex.

‘Darling, what a surprise.’ Ruth jumped up and ran towards her, arms outstretched. ‘How wonderful of you to come! How long are you staying? I can’t believe it!’ She was grinning in amazement and there were tears in her eyes.

‘Happy birthday, mother mine.’ Alex dropped her bag and wrapped herself around Ruth. ‘Flying visit – two days. I’m very jet-lagged, but it’s so great to see you.’ She hugged Lauren and Dan, then took Adam’s arm. ‘It’s all Dad’s doing, he choreographed this whole thing.’

Glasses were filled and Adam proposed a toast. ‘To Alex, for travelling through the night to get here.’ Alex bowed extravagantly and everyone clapped. ‘And to Lauren and Dan, who’ve had the decency not to run away to America. And most important of all, to Ruth, with apologies in advance for the quality of the lunch.’ Laughter. He turned to the others. ‘Your mum’s promised me that now her series is finished, she’s going to take it easy for a while.’

‘Good luck with that, Dad,’ said Alex. ‘Habit of a lifetime, and all that.’ She and Lauren rolled their eyes at one another.

‘And it starts today,’ Adam said firmly. ‘Happy birthday, my love.’ They smiled at one another and everyone clapped.

Ruth took a breath in order to thank them all, but just as she began Dan cut across her. A flush was spreading up his neck and into his cheeks. ‘We’ve got some news, haven’t we?’ He put an arm round Lauren’s waist and looked down at her. ‘Go on, you tell them.’

Lauren leant against him. ‘This time we decided not to say anything until we were past the high-risk stage, because we didn’t dare hope. We were told it wasn’t possible – in fact, the clinic says it’s a miracle – but I’m thirteen weeks pregnant.’ She was beaming.

Dan kissed the top of her head. ‘And here’s the proof.’ He handed out three grainy black-and-white prints. ‘We had the twelve-week scan last week and I got you one each. The resolution’s not great, but you can see the face in profile on the right, near the top.’

‘Fantastic,’ said Alex.

‘Wonderful,’ echoed Adam. He peered at the image. ‘And I swear that’s a Furnival forehead.’

Ruth was staring at them in disbelief. ‘But you’d stopped trying, hadn’t you? So did it just happen? Naturally, I mean?’

They explained that after the last miscarriage Lauren had been diagnosed with Asherman Syndrome: her uterus was so damaged by previous surgery that further IVF would be pointless. The clinic advised them to stop, but they were devastated and eventually the specialist agreed to do one last embryo transfer. He’d termed it a ‘closure’ cycle: it might help them come to terms with the diagnosis, but there was no chance of it working, so they decided not to tell anyone. When, against all the odds, Lauren became pregnant, she was told to expect another early miscarriage. Every day they braced themselves for disaster, but the baby held on; now the antenatal clinic said the pregnancy seemed secure.

‘It’s weird,’ said Lauren, ‘I’ve been in such a bad place over the last few years but, suddenly, I feel as if I’ve rejoined the human race.’ She gazed at them. ‘Thank you for putting up with me, especially all those times I was having meltdowns or behaving like a complete bitch. And for all the support you’ve given us.’

The Furnivals toasted the ghostly image of the baby, then hugged one another in a scrum of congratulation and relief.

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ Lauren whispered into Ruth’s shoulder. ‘I feel so bad for not telling you, but I didn’t want to tempt fate.’

‘Darling, I’m so happy, I couldn’t care less,’ said Ruth, untruthfully; she felt hurt.

Adam was grinning. ‘This is such good news.’ He turned to Lauren. ‘I’m going to open another bottle, and this time I shall insist you have a drop, even if you spit it out afterwards.’

Lauren’s face, tilted triumphantly up at Dan, was luminous; her left hand protected and advertised her abdomen. Ruth was assailed by physical memories of her own pregnancies – the expansion and convolution of flesh within flesh, and the glorious power of it all. She felt a stab of something: envy, almost.

Alex shoved an imaginary microphone towards her mother’s chin and adopted an American accent. ‘Isn’t this the cutest birthday gift ever, Grandmom? How are you feeling?’

Ruth was caught off guard and they were all looking at her, grinning and waiting. It was wonderful news, but she felt wrong-footed somehow. ‘I’m thrilled, Alex. I just said so, didn’t I? It’s great, and a fantastic surprise. Obviously.’

The baby was due on the third of April, Lauren told them.

‘So when I’m back here in December my big sister will be six months pregnant,’ said Alex. ‘Madonna-and-almost-child: how fantastically Christmassy Christmas is going to be this year.’ She put an arm around Lauren. ‘I am so-ooh pleased for you.’

Adam said, ‘And with luck a year from now our first grandchild will be crawling around this garden, celebrating his or her grandmother’s birthday. I shall ensure that the lawn’s in pristine condition.’

‘Please,’ a look of panic flickered across Lauren’s face, ‘can we stop talking like this? If I’ve learnt one thing over the past five years it’s to take nothing for granted. When you do, bad stuff happens.’ Dan put his arm around her, protective.

Adam said, ‘Let’s eat.’ He looked at Ruth and smiled. ‘If you’re ready for your birthday feast?’

She felt a little spasm in her chest: the pleasure–pain of their connectedness.

Lunch was generally agreed to be a triumph: tiny rounds of white crab meat topped with avocado, chicken in a lemon sauce with boiled rice and a green salad, and finally meringues with raspberries and whipped cream. Ruth was astonished; Adam didn’t often cook, how had he managed it?

‘I rehearsed,’ he admitted. ‘Someone at work gave me a bit of coaching.’

‘Emily, I imagine?’ said Ruth, her smile complacent.

Alex stared at her mother. ‘Not that blonde trainee you always said was in love with Dad?’ She turned to Adam. ‘Is she still hanging around?’

‘Emily Sullivan has been a fully fledged barrister for several years and is a highly valued member of my chambers,’ said Adam. ‘She’s a colleague, nothing more, and she kindly helped me practise this lunch last week.’

‘Where did the two of you practise?’ asked Alex slyly.

‘At her flat.’

‘And you’re fine with that, Mum?’

‘Don’t be silly. I’ve known Emily for years: she comes over here sometimes and we’ve both been to her place. In any case, she has a long-term boyfriend.’

‘Had,’ said Adam. ‘They split up a month ago, but I doubt she’ll be single for long.’ He put an arm around Ruth. ‘Your mother and I have been married for more than thirty years. Nothing’s going to jeopardise that.’ He looked at Ruth and she knew he wanted affirmation.

‘Absolutely, darling,’ she said.

And she had meant it.
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