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In the stillness of the house, we hear our blood pumped by hearts that gall themselves, grow empty: once, this silence, shared, could draw us close that now forebodes us with a desperate quiet.

Kona Macphee, ‘IVF’

I was having trouble sleeping so in the middle of the night I walked down to the playground at the end of my street. All the ghost-children were at play … A black-haired boy sat beside me and whispered in my ear, ‘Change doctors.’

Julia Leigh, Avalanche: A Love Story 


Once upon a time, there was a man and a woman.

The man and the woman fell in love. They walked in parks, held hands across restaurant tables. They moved in together. The woman forgave the man for his obsessive tidiness and secret collection of boxed Star Trek figurines, and the man overlooked the woman’s grumpiness when tired and tendency to ignore the conspicuous build-up of dust balls.

The man and the woman got married. The woman stopped taking the pills she kept in the drawer of her bedside table, and the man left the last of the little plastic packets on his own side of the bed untouched.

The man and the woman spent a lot of time in bed, and the woman spent a lot of time looking at the calendar on her phone.

Time passed. Each month, the woman bled and cried a little, and the man held her close and told her that it would surely happen soon. It had happened, after all, for almost all their friends and colleagues and cousins and acquaintances, and all the buggy-pushing, sling-wearing people everywhere, on every pavement, every Tube train, in the park the man and the woman still liked to walk in at weekends.

Eventually, the man said, it will happen for us. The woman began not to believe him, but she let him tell her what she wanted to hear, and she let him hold her, because she wanted, above everything, to be held.

It did not happen, not in the way the man said it would. What happened, instead, were needles, and specialists, and blood pulsing on grainy pixelated screens. What happened was life stirring in Petri dishes, under microscopes. What happened was the woman injecting herself, and spreading her legs on hospital trolleys, and losing too many hours on the internet; and the man staring out of windows, waiting, letting his mind go blank until he could admit no thinking at all.

What happened was, not this time. What happened was, let’s try again.

Time passed. Two lives quickened into being and were lost. The woman cried, and the man was mostly silent, and did his crying where nobody else could see.

The man and the woman began to shout at each other, and then stop, and then shout some more.

The man said, No more. The woman said, One last time.

The man and the woman stopped shouting at each other, and the silence this left behind was louder than any sound they had heard before.

The man left, taking half their things with him. His things. The woman stayed, in a half-furnished rented flat with a room she wouldn’t enter, a door she kept closed.

This is the story of what happened next.


One

The playground was busy. Four o’clock on a London Tuesday afternoon: low autumn sunshine, rusting drifts of leaves. Crowds at the school gates; grey-haired women in high-vis jackets stopping traffic, waving their small, uniformed charges across the road.

Bev, she was called, the woman outside Wilberforce Primary: she’d been there for years, knew the children by name, most of the parents, too. Even Christina, and she was only there once a week, which hardly counted. But to Bev, apparently, it did. ‘Hello there, Aunty,’ Bev said with a smile as Christina crossed, gripping the children’s hands so tightly that Gabriel complained that she was crushing his fingers, and wrenched free. It was only then, chasing Gabriel towards the park, Leila’s hand still in hers, that Christina realised that Bev must have been speaking to her.

‘Why,’ Leila said, Gabriel still streaking out ahead, ‘didn’t you tell Bev that you’re not really our aunty?’

‘Gabriel! Stay where I can see you, please.’ Then, to Leila, ‘I didn’t realise she was talking to me. And anyway, it doesn’t matter if she thinks that, does it? I’m kind of your aunty, aren’t I?’

‘Not really.’ Leila, dawdling, drew a line on the pavement with the toe of her boot. ‘Our Aunty Lizzie lives in Sheffield, with Uncle Rob, and Gracie and Oliver and Owen the baby. But we haven’t met him yet.’

‘I know she does. I know you haven’t. But I …’ Christina wasn’t sure what defence to offer in addition, or why; it didn’t matter, anyway, as now Gabriel was pushing open the gate to the playground, and Leila was letting go of her hand and running off after him.

She sat on her usual bench under the high, spreading horse chestnut tree, watching Gabriel scale the rope ladder and Leila follow another girl of a similar size – Lina, was it? Christina was sure she’d seen her here before – up the steps to the summit of the slide. When she’d first begun collecting Leila and Gabriel from school, she’d found the playground terrifying – dangers on all sides, everything far larger and higher than anything she could remember from her own childhood. Surely that rough surface wasn’t safe; if a child fell off that rope bridge they’d break an arm, or worse. She’d hovered close to the children, not quite preventing herself from squealing out loud each time they attempted one of their simian ascents. This had lasted until one Saturday afternoon when she’d accompanied Jen and the children to the park, demoted to second-in-command; observing Christina’s anxious hovering, Jen had insisted they find a bench to sit on, let the kids do their thing. ‘We’ll keep an eye, but don’t worry, Chris – they’re not made of glass.’

Oh, but they are, Christina had wanted to say. They really are. She watched them now. Leila was at the bottom of the slide, racing back to the steps for another turn. Gabriel had reached the prow of the pirate ship; Christina waved, and he waved back, then dived out of sight.

‘How old?’ a woman said. Christina looked round: a buggy, a green parka, a blue striped top. Mid-thirties, or thereabouts: blonde hair, no make-up, but one of those faces that don’t need it: wholesome, milk-fed. The baby appeared to be a girl; she stared at Christina, unblinking, from above a red duffel coat, navy tights, tiny shoes buckled with silver stars.

‘Six,’ Christina said. ‘His sister’s nine.’

The woman smiled. Her legs were narrow in her skinny jeans, her stomach flat. And the baby, what, six months? Eight? How had she done it? Luck, or breastfeeding, or starving herself? Luck, Christina decided: she had that look about her. Everything smooth, everything easy. Though you could never really tell, could you? No, assumptions could always deceive.

‘Such lovely ages,’ the woman said.

‘Yes.’ Christina mustered a reciprocal smile; she was just deciding whether to say more when the woman leant forward, tapped her on the belly. ‘And how long,’ she said, ‘till this little one’s ready to meet the world?’

Christina flinched, shook her head. The woman removed her hand. ‘Oh God. I’m so sorry, I … I shouldn’t have …’

‘It’s all right,’ Christina said. ‘It’s fine. Really. Don’t worry about it.’ And then she stood and turned away, calling Jen’s children, telling them it was time to head for home.

‘Cow,’ Jen said. ‘I’d have slapped her round the face.’

‘No you wouldn’t. She felt bad enough as it was.’

‘So she bloody well should have.’

Jen reached for the bottle of wine, refilled Christina’s glass. They were in Jen’s living room, the kids asleep down the hall, Christina’s plate of reheated fish pie abandoned, uncleared, in the kitchen. ‘Sod that,’ Jen had said when she’d come in, throwing her padded coat over a chair, her hair in a high, loosening bun, her body, as she drew Christina into a tight embrace, smelling of deodorant and cigarettes and the low, musky whiff of drying sweat. ‘I’m knackered, and I bet you are too, looking after those monkeys all afternoon. Come and sit with me. There’s a posh bottle in the fridge. Chablis, I think. Mum went to Waitrose. Lucky us.’

Christina sipped her wine and said, ‘I’m giving this dress to the charity shop. I don’t think I can ever wear it again.’

‘Oh Chris,’ Jen said, laying her head on Christina’s shoulder. ‘The woman’s an idiot. You don’t look remotely pregnant.’

The word hung between them for a moment, its presence solid, almost tangible. Jen straightened, looked at her. Christina forced a smile. ‘Tell me more about rehearsals. Is it coming together? Is Louis still being a pain?’

Jen waited a moment before replying, still watching her with that searching, clear-eyed gaze. Then she stretched and yawned, arching her back like a cat. ‘He wasn’t as bad today. Not quite, anyway. It was good. It’s kind of … coalescing. I hope so, anyway. We’ve only got two weeks to go.’

‘You’ll pull it off. You always do.’

Later, they embraced in the hallway, under the ancient, blooming, ceiling water stain: the flat was a dump, Jen was always claiming she was looking for somewhere better, but nothing better ever seemed to appear. Nothing she could afford, anyway. ‘Thank you, darling, as always, for today. I’m so grateful. You know that, don’t you?’

Christina nodded, retrieved her handbag from the floor, drew it over her shoulder. ‘I do know that. But really, it’s a pleasure. We have fun.’

‘I know you do. They love you.’

Leila earlier, on the way home from the park: taking Christina’s hand again, and saying in a high, clear voice, I wish you were our real aunty. I like you more than Aunty Lizzie. She smiled. ‘I love them too.’

Christina followed Jen to the door, hung back as she opened it. The outside air smelt of damp leaves and, faintly, unemptied bins: it was bin day tomorrow, Christina had wheeled them out onto the pavement herself earlier, after she’d given the children their tea. Her own collection was the following day; she’d have to remember, it had been Ed’s thing, it was so easy to forget.

‘Have you spoken to Ed yet?’ Jen said as Christina stepped out onto the path. Black and white chequers, original, weeds springing up around the missing tiles. ‘About … Well. What happens next.’

Christina shook her head. ‘Not yet.’

Jen leant against the door. She’d taken her hair down: it hung in glossy black coils around her shoulders. Backlit by the hall light, her loose, easy beauty was thrown into stark relief, her face divided by planes of shadow. A drawing by – what was his name? Schiele, Christina thought, or something like that: half mad, wasn’t he; German or something, sketched dancers sitting tying their shoes. No, Austrian – they’d seen an exhibition in Vienna that weekend years ago, she and Ed. He’d grown restless, wandered off towards the café, while Christina had stayed, walking from painting to painting, taking the measure of each one: each woman’s pale skin and reddish hair, her own particular blend of frailty and strength.

Jen blew her a kiss. ‘I’ll see you at Emma’s on Saturday, right?’

‘You will,’ Christina said. ‘Love you. See you then.’

Something woke Christina in the night. She lay stricken for a long moment, the rush of blood loud in her ears. The sound came again: a rustle, a crunch. Footsteps on gravel, just beyond the French windows. Shit. Her pulse redoubled; she could feel her heart thudding in her chest. She reached across the cool expanse of sheet to the empty pillow, felt beneath it for the hammer, gripped the handle in her hand. Its solidity was reassuring; she lay still, forcing herself to breathe. Nothing. A fox, a cat. Breathe.

Nobody knew about the hammer: she’d placed it there not long after Ed had moved out, under the pillow she’d also left on his side of the bed. There had been a spate of burglaries: Mrs Jackson upstairs had urged her to take care. ‘Two women alone,’ she’d said. ‘We can’t be too careful.’ Christina, without thinking, had opened her mouth to rebut this – she, at any rate, was not alone – and then closed it again. The truth, of course, was that she was. That night, she’d found the hammer in the Ikea toolkit (Ed had left her this, taken the better one with him, the one he’d bought from B&Q), and put it under the adjacent pillow.

That noise again. Crunch, skitter, rustle. Fuck. There was definitely something there. Christina’s breath stilled in her throat. Finding the light, swinging her legs round onto the carpet. Standing, carrying the hammer. Crunch of gravel. Thud of blood. She crossed the room, switched on the outside light, drew back the curtains, ready for … what? A face, a body, danger in human form. But there was nothing, no one. Just the off-black London night, the patio slabs set in their bed of gravel, the herbs and rangy geraniums in tubs. Then that sound again, a stirring, and there it was: a hedgehog, scuttling off towards the concealing safety of darker shadows.

Christina lowered the hammer, light-headed with relief. For God’s sake. She hadn’t seen a hedgehog in years, and never here: her dad had encouraged them into the garden in Carshalton, left out water and cat food, built something he’d called a hedgehog hotel out of a plastic storage box covered with grass and straw. She didn’t know whether any had ever moved in, but he’d liked to have it ready for them, just in case. That was just the sort of man her dad had been.

Christina closed the curtains, switched off the light. Sat on the edge of the bed, the hammer still in her hand. Then she placed it on the carpet, climbed back into bed, and lay with the lamp on for a few moments, watching the ceiling, letting her breath grow steady, her pulse slow.

‘All well, darling?’ her mother said.

Eleven o’clock on Thursday. Christina, at her desk, swivelled her chair away from her laptop screen, towards the wall: the framed graduation photo (Christina, Emma and Jen, in red lipstick and mortar boards, below the high neo-Gothic spires of Whitworth Hall); the bookcase lined with her files and reference books. This, the second bedroom, had survived Ed’s departure more or less intact. Only Ed’s collection of vintage sci-fi figurines – Darth Vader, Jabba the Hut, ET and others Christina couldn’t name, each kept pristine in its box – had disappeared from the bottom of the built-in cupboard where Christina stored the piles of clothes she could no longer fit into, in the belief – optimistic or misguided, she could never quite decide – that one day, again, she would.

‘Mum,’ she said, ‘it’s the middle of the day. I’m working.’

‘Sorry.’ Then, a little pertly, ‘You answered the phone, darling. You can’t be that busy.’

There was no answer to this. Why hadn’t she ignored the call? Boredom, she supposed – boredom, and silence, and habit: the ingrained fear of missing something important, some vital news about Dad. Though, of course, now there was no more such news.

‘OK, Mum. What is it? Everything all right with you?’

‘Oh yes, darling. Yes. I was just calling to check whether you’re still coming for lunch on Sunday.’

Christina shifted back to her laptop, the open Excel spreadsheet, the window beyond. Another fine, washed-clean autumn morning, the oak tree shedding its red and yellow leaves onto the lawn. She’d sweep the leaves up later; she still had all her gardening tools in the shed. They’d agreed that Ed wouldn’t touch them: he would have no need of them in America, and anyway, most of them had been her dad’s. For as long as she could remember, gardening had been their shared love; she’d had no choice in the matter, Dad had taken her outside with him the moment she’d been tall enough to hold a rake. Long hours together, digging, pruning, planting: all those small acts of tenderness, of care. So much easier, somehow, to do this for a garden than for yourself.

‘Yes, I’m still coming, Mum. Why?’

A longish pause. Then, brightly, Sue said, ‘Oh, no reason, darling. I was just …’

‘Just what?’

‘Well. You see, I’ve had this invitation …’

‘Who from?’

‘Oh, a few people from my dance class are going for lunch. There’s a new Indian on the high street. They do an all-you-can-eat on Sundays. It really is unbelievable value. But of course, darling, I’d love to see you …’

‘Mum, it’s fine. Go to your lunch. Have fun. I’ll come another time.’

‘Well, darling, if you’re sure. It would be nice to go with them. The weekend after, then?’ Sue paused: Christina pictured her standing in the kitchen, tethered to the phone (her parents had never got round to investing in cordless models), consulting the month-to-view wall calendar. Colin Prior’s Scotland: Christina had bought it for her the previous Christmas, thinking of the holidays they’d taken together, the three of them, to Skye, Loch Lomond, Glencoe. But her mother, unwrapping it, had smiled politely and set it aside: too much, Christina had presumed, regretting her choice; too much to remember, too much to miss.

‘Actually,’ her mother said now, ‘I have a cinema trip booked that Sunday. With the dance class. They’re showing The Red Shoes at the British Film Institute. You know, the place in town, on the South Bank.’

‘Yes, Mum, I know.’

Christina couldn’t remember the last time her mother had gone ‘into town’: as far as Christina was aware, the boundaries of her life stretched no further than Croydon, Sutton, Cheam and, on rare occasions, Wimbledon, for the shopping centre, the Common, the smarter coffee shops. Sue had started this dance class in the spring – her friend Helen, a fellow widow, had started going, insisted it had changed her life. And her mother did seem to be changing: these plans, this new brightness, the haircut she’d had over the summer – shorter, jauntier, blonder (they didn’t look at all alike: Christina had her father’s mousy colouring, his tendency to put on weight, especially around the waist). They’d met for lunch at the Crown, down by Carshalton Ponds, just after she’d had it done. Watching her mother approach, threading her way through the crowded beer garden in her peach slingbacks, Christina had seen her for a moment as others might: an attractive, smiling woman, not the carer, the widow, the one left behind. The thought had cheered her; she’d held her mother to her, told her how wonderful she looked.

‘Sounds great, Mum,’ she said now. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll find another time. I’d better go. Work, you know.’

‘Of course. I’ll let you go. Christina?’

‘What?’

Another tiny pause. Then, ‘You’re doing all right, darling, aren’t you?’

Christina stared at the spreadsheet, narrowing her eyes until the lines and numbers began to fracture and dissolve. ‘Yes, Mum,’ she said. ‘Really. Don’t worry. I’m absolutely fine.’

She stepped out into the garden in the afternoon, retrieved her dad’s old rake from the shed. Gardening gloves, her hair scraped back, her ancient kitchen apron on, with its faded blue stripes, its frayed halter attached with safety pins. God knew why she’d kept hold of it; she hated throwing things away, and perhaps that was no bad thing, now that so many of her things – their things – were gone: to storage, to Ed’s parents’ house, and some, she presumed, to America with him.

Just after three: always, for Christina, the slowest time of day, deadened and dull. It had been different in the office: she’d had distractions then, colleagues, water coolers, tea runs to the canteen. Working from home, there was nothing to leaven the tedium of the client spreadsheets, the expense claims and VAT returns, the emails from panicked theatre directors and gallerists, actors and dancers, asking whether they could expense this dress or that train fare, worrying about whether they were saving enough to pay their tax bill when it came.

Most seemed to wear it almost as a badge of honour, this inability to handle money, the low, rising panic it instilled: Help us, we are artists, we are not slaves to the God of Mammon. Jen was impatient with this; she was good with money, she did her self-assessment returns herself, though the broader Arrow Dance finances she left to Christina. Jen’s newborn company had been her first client, after university, back when Christina had still had no idea what she wanted to do; she was in recruitment, bored beyond imagining, when Jen had got funding from the Arts Council, founded Arrow Dance, suggested Christina come in to help her with the money side. She’d set up systems, five-year plans, investigated other future sources of financial stability: kept the engine turning over, leaving Jen and her dancers free to think and move and dream. Left recruitment, found other clients in the arts; joined Wright and Marshall, stayed for fifteen years. Gone freelance again three years ago, when it had all got too much: this was after the third round of IVF and the first miscarriage, the one at seven weeks. Their fertility specialist, Dr Ekwensi, had been unable to offer any explanation, just called it one of those terribly unfortunate things. Stress, they’d suspected, she and Ed, stress and long days. And Christina was missing so much work time anyway, what with all the hours they were spending at the clinic, or stuck in traffic getting there and getting home, inching around south London in endless angry rush-hour jams. Patience among the partners at Wright and Marshall had been starting to fray: they had been generous, given her a good severance package. Stress. Much better, they’d all agreed, for her to go freelance, establish her own client base again, work from home.

Home. Christina swept, the strokes of the rake rhythmic, soothing. The leaves were dry, friable, easy enough to move from the lawn to the corner of the empty flower bed where she would, she thought, begin a makeshift compost heap, a pile around which she might, one weekend, build wooden sidings. She’d edged the beds herself, not long after they’d moved in: they’d only taken the flat for the garden, really, which was large for London, for a rented flat, and wild, though Dad had agreed that it had good bones. He’d stood there with her, clutching a mug of tea, surveying the plot while Ed was busy unpacking boxes inside. ‘We can clear all this,’ Dad had said, sweeping a hand over the scrubby dandelion lawn, the borders choked with nettles and bindweed. ‘I’ll show you how to edge those borders, neaten them up. It won’t take much, Christina – just a few railway sleepers and a bit of elbow grease.’

Right till the end, Dad had looked on the bright side: right till the end, he’d looked for reasons to stay chipper. New treatments, new supplements. Until, in the very last months, when all such approaches had been exhausted, he’d shifted to acceptance. It’s all right, I’m comfortable; I’m ready, I’ve loved the life I’ve lived. Dad’s bright, brittle courage, his refusal to fall into despair. She was like him: Mum had always said so; Ed, too. Like Dad, she had refused to fall; like Dad, she had refused to give up.

She stood on the lawn for a moment, rake in hand, breathing, shielding her eyes from the sun. One last try. The treatments had cost them so much – their savings, their marriage, everything – but there was still one chance left. Her last chance: it wasn’t the same for her as it was for Ed, he had to see that, even now. There had to be a way to reach him – to cut through the layers of exhaustion and resentment, bridge the gulf that had opened up between them, year by year, round by round, until here they were, their marriage over, their possessions divided, their lives five thousand miles apart.
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