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Prologue

The woman is lying on the trolley, her legs stirruped, fingers laced together on top of her clinic gown.

‘Annie Perry, date of birth, 5.6.1984?’ Doctor Michael, beside her, asks.

As Mark tightens his grip on his clipboard – he heard that surname earlier – the door opens a notch. 

‘Doctor Michael, could you come down to treatment room 3 please?’ a female voice calls.

A crease forms in Doctor Michael’s forehead, as though someone has nicked it with a knife. He turns towards the door.

‘We’re about to do a transfer here.’

‘It’s a matter of urgency.’

He climbs to his feet with a sigh. ‘Okay. Mark, would you prepare the embryos for Ms Perry’s transfer?’ 

It’s the third time today that Doctor Michael has asked him to get the embryos from an incubator alone, even though clinic guidelines state that doctors should do everything in tandem, one watching over the other as they manipulate sperm and eggs and move embryos from one part of the lab to another. Work has already begun to install videocams in each lab to watch out for mistakes, but this lab doesn’t have one yet.

Mark’s ears are ringing as he goes into the lab; his headache is getting worse. Hamilton. Elliott. Perry – here’s the incubator belonging to the woman in her forties who underwent a transfer earlier. He looks at his clipboard; she was Tess Perry. Doctor Michael had mumbled his way through her name and date of birth, and the woman had tried so hard to hold herself still that she’d been shaking with tension.

Mark scrutinises the label on the incubator door. A. Perry. Scrawls and loops and squiggles; it’s not easy to read, but it’s definitely an A not a T, he can see that only now. He opens Annie Perry’s incubator: it’s empty. 

He checks the front of all the incubators again. There on the bottom right, he finds an incubator labelled with the name, T. Perry. He opens the door. Two petri dishes sit on the middle shelf. Two petri dishes that shouldn’t be there.

He’ll have to go out there and tell Annie, the other Ms Perry, that her embryos have been transferred into another woman.

But back in the treatment room Annie’s eyes widen at the sight of the petri dishes in his trembling hands, as if he is holding live twins.

He tries to ignore his pounding heart, the sour, dry taste on his tongue, but already the guilt is a stone in his chest and it’s getting heavier. 


Part One


Chapter 1

Surrey, England

[image: Image Missing]

He’s the kind of child you want to give back. The thought floats uninvited to the surface of Tess’ head. She clenches the steering wheel tighter, the burnt skin stretched pink over the knuckles of her hand.

Freddie, in the back seat behind her, slams his foot into the base of her spine. ‘Are we there yet?’

‘Almost.’

No one would be able to tell from the tone of her voice that she doesn’t like her two-year-old son. The thought makes her feel ashamed. She can’t see him in the rearview mirror, only Ruby beside him, cuddling her toy rabbit, her curls the colour of butter.

Freddie thrums his fingers against the glass, and Tess’ breath follows suit. Any second now, there’ll be a burp, a roar, another question. The diamond pendant tucked beneath her silk blouse bangs her chest like a nervous tic. 

A snatch of Lady Gaga booms from the rolled-down window of a passing car. Tess switches on the heating and turns it up to full. The oranges on the passenger seat wobble, releasing their fresh scent. A large bottle of water sloshes in the footwell. 

She stops at the traffic lights and snatches up her mobile phone, scrolling through the social media campaign she’s running for one of her clients. 

Beep! The lights have turned green. She eyes the driver behind, his knotted mouth declaring a silent ‘for fuck’s sake.’ She raises her nail-varnished hand in a gesture of apology and pulls away.

‘Are we there yet?’ asks Freddie.

‘Soon.’

‘When?’

She doesn’t reply.

The driver overtakes her, his middle finger vertical behind the glass.

‘When?’ 

‘Ten minutes,’ she blurts, though she knows it’s more like twenty.

The roadside ferns flicker in the breeze and wizened trees whizz by. She passes a shop with mirrored windows and her personalised number plate stares back at her. TES5 DPE. Matteo bought it for her birthday five years back. Ridiculously middle-class. But this is just another badge that she wears, like driving a four-by-four and shopping at Waitrose. It’s not who she really is.

She spots a headless mannequin in a shop window, a poster stuck to the glass, proclaiming Not Your Daughter’s Jeans. She looks down at her trousers, navy blue like her blouse. Then a splash of yellow drops into her thoughts – Freddie’s scooter; she’s left it back at the park. It’s too close to lunch time to go back; Freddie’s behaviour gets worse when he’s hungry. She’ll just have to phone when she’s home, hope that someone’s handed it in.

She slows and tries to see Freddie in the mirror. He didn’t sleep well again last night. Perhaps that explains the way he squished those cyclamen flowers in his hands, the way he’d climbed that tree, felling a branch, bark exploding. ‘Down, boy!’ the park keeper had hissed as if her son were a dog. She rushed out an apology.

There is something off with Freddie, and not just today, but she can’t face going back to the GP, not after that last time. Freddie had been running a temperature; he’d been lethargic and manageable, so she’d let her guard down. He’d broken away from her, charged down the corridor and burst through an unlocked door. Tess had raced after him. The face of the woman lying on the trolley was mangled with shock, the cave of the plastic speculum between her legs yawning. ‘Fanny, fanny, fanny!’ Freddie kept shouting as Tess dragged him out of the room by his wrist and back into the waiting area where people tried to hide their sniggers, faces behind hands. He’d picked the word up from Jenna who’d been talking about waxing. Why do people give the female genitalia girls’ names anyway? Fanny. Lily. Minnie, when Vagina is a perfectly good name. She pictures it in The Baby Name Wizard book. That would shut up those playground mothers with their Phoebes and Palomas. Oh, look, here comes my little Vagina.

Freddie’s foot dents the back of her seat and presses. He sniffs, the sound of his snot bubbling through her. She grips the wheel tighter still.

‘Mine!’ snaps Ruby.

In the rearview mirror, Tess sees Freddie dragging Ruby’s toy rabbit towards him. Ruby snatches it back with a rip.

‘I want!’ shouts Freddie, his hand clamped on the rabbit’s ear. 

‘No!’ says Ruby.

‘Let go of it, please,’ says Tess, attempting a patient tone.

The boy grasps harder, the toy ripping more.

‘Stop!’ says Ruby.

Tess passes a lane with a sign that says Private.

‘Mine!’ shouts Freddie.

Ruby starts to scream. 

‘Freddie, let go of Ruby’s toy!’ The authority in her voice is strident, but Freddie’s hand stays locked on the rabbit. 

She can hear the drag of the seatbelt, a clickety-click. The electronic seatbelt alarm starts to ping through the din. 

‘For goodness’ sake, Freddie, I’m not going to put up with this kind of behaviour anymore.’ 

Yet another hot flush is heating Tess up from the inside. There’s the rustle of clothes.

‘No!’ shouts Ruby, Freddie now on top of her. 

Tess watches the back of his head, the raggedy tufts of his shoulder-length strawberry blond hair, and Ruby’s legs pumping; her sobs come loud and fast.

‘Get back into your seat immediately!’ says Tess, as near as she ever gets to shouting.

The road is four lanes wide and there’s nowhere to stop. She glances in her rearview mirror again. There’s a thick queue of cars behind her and a red line seams the tarmac. Ruby continues to sob. Sweat is pumping out of Tess’ torso now, her shirt sticking to her skin like cling film. So much for black cohosh.

Ping-ping-ping. A sign flashes past. 40mph.

‘Freddie, stop being a nuisance and get back into your seat!’ 

Freddie plants his face on Ruby’s. Ruby screams.

Tess takes a bend too quickly, catapulting Freddie into the footwell. She looks away from the road, turning round to make sure Ruby is alright. The little girl’s eyelashes are beaded with tears, and there, above her right eyebrow, the skin is gaping like a button hole – Freddie has bitten her open. 

The pressure starts to build in Tess’ head; her hands crush the wheel. Ruby struggles against the seatbelt, but where can Tess pull in?

‘I want my mummy!’ Ruby screams.

‘I’ll be able to stop in a minute, darling,’ says Tess.

She pushes her foot harder on the accelerator and the car in front draws speedily closer, too close, large and looming and silver. She slams on the brake, but her car continues to hurtle forwards. Her handbag topples onto the floor, tossing out the little wooden memory box. The oranges bullet downwards.

There’s an almighty crash of metal, which rodeos Tess, her head jerking forwards and back, her shoulders and torso following suit. Tyres screech; silver paint fountains out like sparks.

The airbag is a sudden rubbery swell around Tess’ head. And still the car is screeching sideways, the stench of burn filling her nose, her throat. A car alarm is shrilling. Tess bites her tongue and tastes blood. The car careers onto the pavement, felling a lamppost, then grinding to a stop.

The cap fizzes off the sparkling water bottle in the footwell. A child is mewing gently.

‘Ruby?’ says Tess. She tries to turn her neck, but the airbag is boxing her in. 

‘Freddie?’

The child continues to moan and someone burps. 

‘Freddie?’ 

Tess runs through a checklist of her own body. There’s pain in her neck, down her spine, but it barely registers.

‘Ruby?’ Still nothing. ‘Freddie, are you okay?’

‘My leg hurts, really huuuuuurts!’ Freddie wails.

‘Can you move it?’

‘No.’

Oh, God. ‘Can you wiggle your toes?’

‘Yes.’ His voice quavers.

The reek of burning is getting stronger, muffled voices outside the car. Someone shouts, ‘Now!’ Someone else says, ‘Holy fuck, there’s two kids in the back.’ 

Tess can smell petrol.

‘Freddie, can you see Ruby?’ She tries to twist her head, but agony stabs into her shoulder blades and up her neck. Her heart is speeding, but she needs to stay calm. She breathes deeply, but still the panic burgeons.

Someone taps on the driver’s window. ‘Emergency services are on their way, love.’ It’s a man’s voice. ‘They’ll get you out of there, just hang tight.’

She lifts the palm of her burnt hand and presses it to the glass. His thick fingers meet hers, the window warm between them. 

‘Freddie, I need you to tell me, is Ruby moving?’ asks Tess, her hand still on the glass. ‘Is she breathing?’

‘No.’ Freddie starts to cry. 

The hard ball of tension in her throat makes it difficult to swallow and when she does, her ears crackle. 

A siren rises in the distance. Tess closes her eyes and in the amber-grey darkness of her head, she sees a teenage girl, her long brown hair flowing down her back, the red of her dress. She is walking and getting further away. 

‘Wait,’ says Tess, though her mouth stays closed.

‘Can you tell me your name, love?’ The man calls from outside the car, but Tess is drifting. 

She follows the girl deeper into the shadows behind her eyelids, then everything goes black.


Chapter 2
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Tess stares up at the strip lighting, her fingers crinkling the cold cotton sheet. People in scrubs are blurry around her. She tries to sit up, but pain spears the back of her shoulders and forces her down again.

A nurse moves in front of her then, mousy hair so sparse her scalp shows through. ‘You blacked out after the collision. Nothing broken though.’

‘What about the children?’ Tess’ chest is buzzing with panic.

‘Your son has severe lacerations to his leg. He’s lost a lot of blood. We’ve had to give him a transfusion.’

Tess searches her own arms for a puncture wound, but can’t see one. ‘You didn’t give him my blood?’

‘We always take blood from stock.’

‘Where is he?’

‘In paediatrics. Your daughter’s there too.’

Daughter? 

Tess grasps for clarity, the past spooling through her head. The orange lick of the flames; the word Why dredged up from somewhere deep inside of her, phlegmy and desolate. 

She closes her eyes and tries to find the girl in the darkness again, but this time there’s nobody there.
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A voice wakes Tess. Matteo’s voice. 

‘I only know because I gave blood a couple of months ago.’ His Italian inflection carries through the curtain pulled around her bed.

‘Perhaps they gave you the wrong information,’ says a woman, the nurse from earlier possibly, though Tess can’t remember the cadence of her voice.

‘Well, it’s very worrying if they did,’ says Matteo.

‘Your wife is definitely an O, and Freddie a B, so you being blood group A, well, it’s just …’

‘What?’

‘Genetically impossible.’

Tess hears nails scratching skin.

‘If you don’t mind me asking, did you have assisted fertility, a sperm donor or a donated—’

‘He’s my son.’ The word ‘son’ comes out on a spit. Tess pictures the muscles flexing in Matteo’s cheek the way they do when he’s angry, his set jaw.

‘I didn’t mean to … It’s just that, well, IVF can sometimes drift to the back of people’s minds.’

Matteo continues speaking, his voice too low to hear. Why are they talking about blood types? Has something gone wrong with the transfusion? A strand of her black hair comes loose from her head and settles like a pen mark on the white sheet.

A face peeps through the curtain then, topped with a Brillo-pad fringe. Luca’s smile reveals his overlapping incisors. ‘Hello.’ He bounds in, folds himself across her, a plump cheek cushioning her face, her ten-year-old son.

‘Have you seen Freddie and Ruby?’ she asks.

‘No, but Daddy has. Freddie’s had loads of stitches in his leg.’

‘Is Phoenix with Freddie?’

‘Dunno,’ Luca shrugs.

She should go to Freddie right now; he’s there alone, her here, and Matteo out there still deep in a conversation she can’t make out. She tries to sit up, but the pain flattens her again. 

‘Poor Mummy.’

Phoenix comes in then, keeping space between him and Tess, and towering over her, his hair gelled into a quiff, which makes him taller still. 

‘You smell funny,’ he says.

‘Thank you!’ she says. It’s too late, he’s heard the clip in her voice. She doesn’t understand why she can’t gauge the moods of her twelve-year-old and edit herself accordingly. It’s become a reflex to snap at him.

‘Silly, Mum,’ he says and flops into the easy chair, draping one of his gangly legs over the arm.

‘Why did you crash?’ asks Luca.

‘Because she’s a rubbish driver,’ says Phoenix. 

‘Freddie was …’ Her head aches and swims.

‘Being naughty,’ says Luca. 

‘You don’t like Fred, do you?’ says Phoenix, glaring at Tess.

‘Of course I do,’ she snaps. She can’t seem to regulate her voice, her mind is so hazy.

Phoenix looks away. Luca sits on the bed and squeezes her toes through the blanket, the fluorescent lighting picking out the leftover shimmery shadow on his eyelids. 

There’s a big gap between Freddie and her older boys – perhaps that’s why she doesn’t have much patience with him; perhaps she’s grown out of looking after tots. At 45, perhaps she’s too old. Not that she planned it this way.

Her navy leather handbag is there on the bedside cabinet and she thinks of the memory box falling out of it, onto the floor of the car. Will she get the box back? Her hand jerks towards the bag, shooting pain into the side of her neck. 

Luca places the bag beside her, and she searches inside it. The curtain whips back, rings scraping the pole, and there is Matteo, a fug of aftershave preceding him. He bends and kisses her hard on the lips.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asks.

‘Freddie’s on his own,’ she says.

‘He’s sleeping. They want to keep him in for a couple of days.’

‘And what about Ruby?’

‘Jenna’s with her now,’ he says. ‘She’s got the all clear to take her home.’

Guilt burrows into Tess. Perhaps Jenna will come to say goodbye, then again, maybe she won’t; maybe she’ll keep her distance from now on and who can blame her? Tess might have killed her daughter, and that bite is bound to leave a scar.

Matteo taps Phoenix’s hand and flicks his head sideways.

‘But I’m sitting here,’ says Phoenix.

‘Come on,’ says Matteo, exasperation in the edges of his voice.

Tess reaches for Phoenix’s hand as he stands; it slips away. ‘Darling, I’d love something to drink. Will you take Luca and go and get me a glass of water, please?’

Phoenix rolls his eyes. Luca walks out of the cubicle, but Phoenix stays put. Tess lays her hand on the small of his back. ‘Please, I want to talk to Daddy.’

Matteo shuts the curtain behind Phoenix and sits. ‘How did this happen?’

‘Freddie bit Ruby’s face. She started screaming; he launched himself at her. I lost control of the car.’

He digs his thumb into a dent in the arm of the chair. ‘At least it’ll fade,’ he says.

‘What will?’

‘Ruby’s cut.’

‘It’s a bite mark, not a cut.’

Matteo looks away, shakes his head, the muscle in his cheek rippling. ‘We need to take a firmer hand with him.’

‘I treat him the same as the others.’ 

His chest fills with air. ‘Maybe we need to try something different.’ 

‘There’s something not right with him, Matt.’

‘Lots of children bite. Lots of children play up.’

‘I don’t just mean the biting; it’s the tantrums; he hardly sleeps. I heard someone – was it one of the nurses? – saying something about blood groups. What was that about?’

‘She was talking about the transfusion.’

She balls her hand in the hammock of the sheet covering her thighs. ‘I don’t know what to do with him anymore,’ she says.

‘He knows how to push your buttons, that’s all; he doesn’t act like that when I’m around.’

The veiled criticism bores through her skull. ‘Well, I’m all out of ideas. I’ve tried reward charts, the naughty step – I’ve even begged him to behave, but he won’t listen.’

‘We just have to keep going. He’ll get the message eventually; he’ll calm down.’

‘I don’t have time for it.’

‘You need to make time.’

‘I’m already tearing myself in two, balancing my business and Freddie’s needs.’

‘So wind things down a bit.’

‘Why can’t you?’ she asks.

He slams his mouth shut like he’s trapping a retort, and looks about the cubicle. ‘Maybe we need some outside help.’

‘We’ve got Jenna.’ She gives a pretend laugh. ‘Mind you, I’d be astonished if she wants to let Ruby anywhere near Freddie after this.’

‘I don’t mean childcare, I mean a doctor, a child psychologist, some kind of professional.’

Noisy air shoots from her mouth. 

‘Come on, Tess, you don’t eat meat, but you aren’t imposing that on the kids. The same should go for counselling.’

She bites the side of her gum. An image of a beige lady in a winged chair drops into her head. ‘And how did it make you feel, reading those condolence cards?’ the woman had asked. It hadn’t worked for Tess, so why would it work for Freddie? And besides, delving deeper into Freddie’s behaviour might involve examining her own. Don’t counsellors always blame the mother? She doesn’t want to confront that possibility.

‘No one wants to play with him,’ she says. ‘And now, what he’s done to Ruby …’ She shuts her eyes for a moment. ‘What did Jenna say anyway?’ 

‘She’s relieved everyone’s alright. Don’t worry about Jenna. She knows Freddie can be challenging, but she’s always been understanding about it.’

‘I crashed the car though. I could have killed Ruby for God’s sake.’

‘But you didn’t, Tess, Ruby’s okay.’

‘It’s one thing hurting your own child, quite another hurting somebody else’s.’

She realises what she’s just said and can’t bring herself to look at him. What happened all those years ago gnaws at her, and the cubicle bloats with silence.

Using the flap of the bag as a shield, she digs in, and feels for the memory box. She removes the lid carved with the outline of a castle, and there inside it is a small bag of ash. Relieved, she closes the lid. She’s boxed the whole thing up into this small, tidy package, and still she clings to it like a crutch.

[image: Image Missing]

Wearing the pyjamas that Matteo brought in for her, Tess walks along the corridor in her pumps.

A nurse peers at her through a pair of smudged glasses. ‘Are you okay there?’

‘I’m looking for my son, Freddie Rossi,’ says Tess.

‘Little poppet,’ says the nurse. ‘You’ll find him in the first room on the right. He’s been ever so good. Hasn’t complained once.’

Tess watches Freddie through a window scarred with old Sellotape marks. He’s asleep in the nearest bed, his cheeks with colour in them for once. She goes in and sits on the edge of the bed, the line attached to the drip curling into the back of his hand. She looks at the sachet of blood, Type B printed on a sticker, the name Freddie Rossi scribbled on in black marker pen. That nurse was right about his blood type. The crumpled sachet makes her think of the night he was born. That doctor with his suede shoe wedged against the end of the bed for leverage. The pulling, the tearing.

A child fidgets in one of the beds and coughs.

‘Freddie,’ she whispers.

He opens his small blue eyes, the skin clinging too close to his skull. When he sees her, he turns his head away then tucks a hand beneath the sheet.

‘I want Daddy.’ 

‘Daddy’s gone home now. It’s late. He’ll be back tomorrow.’

Freddie’s swallow makes a clicking sound. Tess bends over and kisses his cheek. His nostrils are red-rimmed, his breath putrid as if he’s been sleeping with his mouth open. He wipes her kiss away.

‘Where’s Phoenix?’ he asks.

‘He’s at home too. You’ll be going home soon, but you have to rest for now. Are you sore?’

He doesn’t answer, just stares at the curtain pulled halfway around his bed. She rises, and stands two foot away from him.

Nothing about Freddie makes any sense. His short, skinny frame, the hair that everyone calls red even though it’s the colour of copper. A thought starts to beat through her. She tries to push it down, but it plays on repeat anyway. He’s not mine. He’s not mine. He’s not mine.
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