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				One.

				Thailand, September 2010

			
			They came for him when night had fallen, when the sea and the sky were one black spread, broken only by the light of a squid boat somewhere far out.

			Over the soft reggae playing behind the bar we could hear the half-hearted collapse of tiny wavelets, exhausted after the storm. Lingering smells of briny seaweed, meat cooked in galangal and chili. It felt as if we were the only people in Thailand, me and him and our handful of ad-hoc wedding guests. There was a well-being retreat further down the beach, but their lights had gone out hours ago.

			A short while before they came for him, someone started playing “Something About the Way You Look Tonight,” and although neither of us really loved the song—knew the words, even—we knew it to be the cue for our first dance. We walked down the wooden steps onto the sand and swayed slowly on the beach like the couple in that picture on my wall at university. Johan and me, a rain-puddled beach, Kulap and Than holding umbrellas over our heads, even though the storm had long passed.

			In the years that followed I would wonder about that storm. What might have been if it hadn’t come; if we’d married earlier in the day like we’d planned. Might we have taken a ride to the nearest town for some drinks at sundown? Gone to a remote beach for a twilight swim? What if they’d come looking for him, found nobody, and given up?

			Perhaps we’d have managed to take the boat back to the mainland a few days later. Perhaps we’d have gotten back safely to Bangkok—home to Europe, even.

			Perhaps I’d have started out as a surgical registrar with Johan Kullberg, my husband, next to me in bed when I woke before dawn to get to the hospital. Although, who knows, perhaps we’d have been divorced by the time I was thirty.

			But I think we’d still be together.

			We could have lived anywhere in the world: Singapore, Dubrovnik, Boston—the world was our oyster, with our careers; nothing would have been off the table. Children? No children? It could have gone either way. What I’m certain of, though, is that we’d have been happy even if we’d continued as we had begun. Just two people living together in that sweet little flat in London.

			One of us could have died early, I suppose, although I’d like to hope not. But what might our lives look like now if the storm hadn’t come and we hadn’t been on the beach that evening? Who would he be to me?

			

			—

			But the storm did come and we married hours later than planned. We drank Singha, cocktails, something unsanitary from a backpacker’s hip flask. We danced, we kissed, and every time we did I smiled into his smiling mouth, because I loved him so much. I hold the sense memory of his solid body under my hands even now. The width of his back. A khaki-striped T-shirt was his morning suit, while I wore a dress I’d bought for a few baht in the night market. Somebody had put a flower garland on one of the beach dogs.

			Elton John stopped playing but we continued to dance, holding each other: two ripe young fruit. We moved slowly, his hands warm on my body, and I could happily have left our wedding party right then, at eight o’clock, to be alone with him. But I stayed and danced, because I wanted that too, and for those last few moments it was beautiful.

			Until our wedding was swarming with armed men, suddenly, white light and rough black shadow. Unknown sounds, moving bodies, loud yells. Limbs being grabbed, more yelling.

			Him being grabbed, violently.

			Screaming—me—Stop, stop, someone call for help! Please, leave us alone, we’re just tourists!

			Then more screaming as I began to realize they wanted this tourist, this man who’d just married me on the beach. He was the one they had come for.

			For a hopeful, stupid moment I even tried to protect him physically, to get between him and their guns. Stop it! Don’t do this! Stop!

			If any of them could understand what I was saying, they didn’t show it, nor did they stop what they were doing. One of them simply pointed a gun at me, yelling. Then I heard Johan screaming at me to get down, to get out of danger.

			In my flashbacks I recall short bursts. His face, angled against a wall while armed men held him down. The slam of the van doors as they stole him from our life, our future. The speed with which I followed the convoy, sprinting up to the main road, where a man in a strip-lit kiosk was selling pieces of grilled chicken on sticks. Ghostly reality: cars buzzing past, a festering mountain of coconut husks, two buffalo tied to a stake in a sparse plantation. My cries interrupted by the toot of a moped and the somnolent drone of a bullfrog in the seething undergrowth. Cheery music from the chicken kiosk.

			And then the impossible: he had gone and I was standing alone on a road on a Thai island, a brand-new bride at twenty-seven years old.

			

			—

			I still think about that lone squid boat. Moving silently across the horizon that night, where black met black.

			I googled “squid boats” not long after I left Thailand, sleepless with grief and shock. There are beautiful photos on the internet. Those bright lights we could see from the shore are actually green: they’re shot straight down into the water to attract plankton, which attract squid. But there are so many of these boats, so many lights, you can actually see them from space at night. Jade glitter clouds in the black hands of the Andaman Sea, a tantalizing welcome to anything extraterrestrial skimming the edge of our solar system.

			That’s what I used to do when I was back in our London flat, alone at night, and it played on repeat: the machine guns, the bullfrog, the betrayal of all he had promised. I would get out of my bed and sit at the kitchen table as London grumbled gently in the background, and I’d look at those light clusters photographed from space.

			For a few moments I would mute my rage, my loss, and just think about him, remember how it felt to be his wife. Just for those few hours before he was taken and I found out who he really was.
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				Two.

				Now: Devon, December 2022

			
			I step outside the front door most nights at ten o’clock, which is really the time I should be turning off my light. But I’m never in bed by ten because of this: this deep lungful of moorland air. This wild space under the stars, thatch creaking above, bats zigzagging like demented bullets overhead and owls calling through the darkness. This time is for me.

			Since Robin and I got the twins to sleep earlier I’ve ignored all the warnings I used to give my patients about googling their medical conditions—or, worse still, their children’s medical conditions—and have been googling recent research on chronic lung disease. The medic in me despairs of this kind of behavior but I don’t have a phone full of clinical contacts anymore and besides, I’m a parent first.

			I’ve also been messaging my sister, who lives in Colorado. I sent her pictures from this evening’s nativity play: Raffy dressed as a tube of Rolos and Maeve as an “elite gymnast.” Maya sent me photos of her dog eating a block of smoked tofu, which we both found disturbing. Inevitably, though, our messages turned to our father. Dad’s partner Nicola and I have accepted, finally, that he needs residential care. None of us can take the anxiety any longer; my body pitches into fight-or-flight just at the sound of my phone and my once-mellow stepmother can’t sleep for fear of him disappearing onto the moor at night.

			Maya is flying over here for Christmas to help with the move, which is a great relief. Nicola and I have been managing the situation for three years now; things only worsening, never getting better. We are both exhausted, especially Nicola. We need a break.

			And so, no matter how happy I am to be seeing my sister, there’s a river of deep grief flowing through her forthcoming trip. Neither of us is ready for this to be happening. Dad, for all his faults, was always the solid one. He was the place we called home.

			

			—

			The sky is clear after a day of rain and fog, the moon fat and gibbous above the moor. Up at Buckland Beacon I can make out black clumps of bracken and gorse as the hill climbs; a few windblown, ancient hawthorns silhouetted darkly against the ink-sheet sky. Seawater has hung like curtains around our house all day, but now it’s lifted the air bears all of my favorite smells: wet moss, damp peat, the gentle spice of wood smoke from our neighbors’ house over the hill.

			Raffy, of course, will be fine; he’s tough, my little boy. There’s no reason he shouldn’t outgrow his lung disease in time. And in the moments that I can switch from daughter to doctor I’m able to accept that my father deserves to be safe. He will soon be in the hands of competent, trained professionals and that’s exactly what he needs, no matter how great the ache in my heart.

			I lean against the cold stones of our porch, repeating these words while my nervous system settles. He deserves to be safe. Competent, trained professionals. What he needs.

			Bats swoop and dive above the narrow stream that cuts our garden in two, and a soft square of light from Robin’s office lies quietly on the grass at the side of the house, near our little holiday let, the Pig Shed. We’ve got guests from London at the moment. They took pictures of the Pig Shed door sign and posted them on Instagram. Their caption described this as “the REAL countryside.”

			People often ask: What brought you down here? Most are curious, but plenty see us as blow-ins from London. We aren’t Londoners, either of us, but I’ve stopped explaining that because nobody listens.

			“I grew up here” is what I normally say. And I did: you could see the ancient loaf of Hameldown from my bedroom window if you leaned out at an angle. But when I left this place for medical school, I never imagined coming back. I craved the richness and experiential intensity of city life. In the years that followed I worked in London, Manchester, Johannesburg, Newcastle; a fellowship in Chicago was on the cards. I worked in Major Trauma centers in major cities and I thrived.

			Then I delivered my twins three months early, spent six months in NICU, and stopped thriving.

			I limped on in London for nearly two years before accepting as truth my need to move back here. To this otherworldly land of operatic seasons and enormous skies. To the healing peace of the moor with its ancient lanes, moss-covered boulders, that light breaking through the clouds in quivering plates: rose, copper, gold.

			And so we came back here, to the REAL countryside.

			

			—

			Robin’s unboxing what looks like a secondhand camera lens when I come in. Next to the parcel is his laptop, open on the NASA space station tracking website. On the other side is a large Pyrex dish of macaroni cheese from dinner, hardened and cold. A fork has been speared into the top of it. My husband is an unapologetic defender of comfort food. He has an app full of recipes for shepherd’s pie and jam roly-poly and he laughs out loud at the fastidiously healthy lunches I make myself these days while he eats fish finger sandwiches.

			“Carrie! Look at this,” he says, holding the lens reverently. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

			I walk over to pick it up. “Oh yes. Stunning.”

			I have no idea if it’s stunning, or how he could possibly need another one, but astronomy is a nonnegotiable part of him and I have given up questioning the frequency and scale of his kit purchases. He has promised me he will only ever need the one appallingly expensive telescope that takes up half of our already small spare room, and as long as he honors that I can live with the cameras and lenses and all the sweet retired folk he chats to about supernovae and exoplanets.

			He sticks out an arm and pulls me down next to him. “Hello,” he says. This dear man. I lean sideways into his armpit, enjoying the tired, sandy smell of him, the steady rhythm of his heart beating through his jumper. His ribs creak as he lets out a long, quiet yawn.

			Robin has supported us single-handedly, often working crushing hours, since I walked away from my career. Encouraging him in his one hobby feels like the least I can do.

			“It’s satisfyingly heavy,” I say, moving the lens from hand to hand. “I like it.”

			This seems to please him. “The space station’s going to be visible tomorrow night,” he says, nodding at his laptop. “Providing the weather holds up. I was looking at it online with Maeve earlier and she was really interested—I’d love to show it to them. It’d mean a late bedtime, but we could have hot chocolate up in the field. What do you think?”

			“That would be lovely. Although it’ll depend on how Raffy’s doing.”

			Robin’s face falls. “Our poor furious little tube of Rolos. When did you last check him?”

			I look at my watch. “Twenty-one minutes ago. He’s doing OK.”

			We took Raffy and Maeve home for dinner after school but then drove back in for their nativity performance at five. “It’s the middle of the night!” Maeve breathed as our headlights scythed through the dense blackness of the moor. She couldn’t believe it. “I bet everyone else is asleep.” She was disappointed and quite angry when we arrived back in town to the sight of still-open shops.

			The nativity was a little unorthodox. Miss Redmond had had the kids design their own costumes and they’d made a “very funny” plan to dress as sweets and chocolate. Except for Maeve, who made me dress her as a professional gymnast with scraped-back hair and a sparkly leotard. Visibly nervous, she reverted to her default showing-off and did two cartwheels and a roundoff on her way to the Baby Jesus—she was one of the Wise Men—then took out a sheep with her heel. The sheep’s mum deliberately left us out when she circulated with mince pies afterward.

			We drove home in high spirits nevertheless, belting “Little Donkey” through open windows at the ponies grazing by the road, but when we got out of the car at Cold East Cross to look at the blazing fire of stars above us, I realized Raffy was wheezing, and after that things were a lot less jolly. He’s been fighting a cold all week.

			When we got home he didn’t want to take his salbutamol and started to have a meltdown. His breathing deteriorated quickly. Robin, good cop, had to defuse things with all the bribes and tricks you’re not meant to use while Mummy, bad cop and doctor, hovered with his inhaler and spacer and called the pediatric ward at Torbay.

			Maeve, who’s already outgrown her relatively minor lung complications, carried on doing gymnastics, ignoring what was happening around her. She’s witnessed this enough times to know there’s little point interrupting. But when we took Raffy up to the bathroom to build up steam, her finite six-year-old’s patience vanished. She started yelling at Raffy to stop “being stupid” and when he didn’t stop crying she burst into the bathroom with her giant stuffed dog, bashing at his Rolo costume, shouting “Stop it! STOP IT!” over and over again, until Robin had to pick her up and carry her out of the room.

			Poor Raff’s prized Rolo outfit, a cardboard tube we had painted at midnight on Sunday, got badly dented and he went to bed furious and very, very sad. I’ve been up there every hour to monitor his sats since he went to sleep and I’ll be giving him salbutamol through the night. He’s doing well—it was a minor attack, and the on-call pediatrician wasn’t overly concerned—but I’ll be checking him all night, because I’m his mother and I can’t not.

			“He’ll be OK,” Robin says gently. “We’ll see what the hospital says tomorrow. But it isn’t anywhere near as bad as it’s been in the past. A blip.”

			He’s right, although I want to dismiss him. I don’t like it when Robin worries about the kids less than me, which is all of the time.

			“Carrie,” he says, after a pause. “Have you eaten anything this evening?”

			“I ate earlier.” I get up and go over to the fire. “With the kids.”

			“Are you sure? I only saw you galloping around finishing costumes.”

			I smile, caught out. “Fine. I’ll eat.”

			I poke at the fire while Robin sets about levering off a square of hardened macaroni. “Well done,” he says.

			“You’re a fascist.”

			“Tell me about your day,” he replies, watching without comment as I shovel around in the embers with no effect on the flames. Until recently the fire was his jurisdiction, but I’ve been trying to change that.

			I’ve been trying to change many things.

			“Your dad OK?” Robin asks.

			I pull my phone out of my pocket to check. I never have it on silent these days, but I still worry all the time that I’ve missed an SOS from Nicola. Thankfully, there’s nothing.

			“He’s been quite peaceful today, thank God. But I do have news.” I shut the woodburner and sit back on my heels. “I’m going back to work—it’s confirmed.”

			It’s the first time I’ve said these words out loud. They feel exotic, plump with promise. “I’m going to be a surgeon again!”

			Robin stares at me. “They’ve given you the green light?”

			I nod, beaming like Raff when we put him into his Rolo costume earlier. “They said my assessment went really well and they’ve just confirmed my license to practice. I’m to do six months reorientation in supervised practice, then another six months in specialist, and then they’ll decide what level I’ll go back in at. I’m hoping core trainee at minimum, but even if they make me go back as an F1, I don’t care, I mean—”

			“Carrie.” Robin’s grinning. “Layman’s terms.”

			“Sorry!” I’m practically hopping up and down. “But the best thing is that they recruited one of my old mentors to set up a specialist hepatobiliary service down in Plymouth last year. He says he’d be open to having me back one day, and, and…and I just feel it, Robin, I feel it! It’s going to happen!”

			For a moment, Robin is speechless. Then he gets up and hugs me. “This is nothing short of spectacular.”

			

			—

			The end of my career began the moment I became pregnant.

			I felt great for a total of three days, until the vomiting started. It deteriorated rapidly into hyperemesis. When I reached eight weeks Robin had to go away on a three-week business trip and I nearly lost my mind. I was signed off work—a black mark for any surgeon, let alone a pregnant female surgeon—and when I found myself unable even to keep fluids down I had to be admitted to Chelsea and Westminster for six days.

			I hated Robin for abandoning me. Despised and loathed him, even though he’d done nothing but go on a work trip that had been in the diary for two months; even though he’d have come back at a moment’s notice if I’d been willing to call him and tell him what was going on.

			I forgave him when he returned, of course, because there was nothing to forgive, and the poor man barely left my side until I began to feel better at seventeen weeks. He even went so far as to book us a holiday at the end of my second trimester, by which time we both expected me to be feeling well.

			But then our babies were delivered three months premature, and I haven’t traveled since.

			I spent 172 days in Chelsea and Westminster hospital with my tiny moths, felled by the way my body had rejected these two helpless creatures, by the appalling anxieties of life in NICU. My life revolved around ventilators, endotracheal suction, infusion pump alarms; the sight of my breast milk trickling through plastic tubes, the purple veins in Raffy and Maeve’s miniature hands. I was entirely disconnected from the outside world.

			My babies survived beautifully, but my faith in myself didn’t. When it was time for me to return to work I found that I could not hand my children over to the childminder I’d so painstakingly sought out. What if Raffy deteriorated rapidly with a respiratory virus? Would she spot it in time? What if she was one of those people who “didn’t want to bother me” at work?

			I had survived because the twins were with me all day, every day, but I couldn’t manage my anxiety at leaving them with someone else. No more was I equipped for the daily buffet of life and death my job brought; the crushing hours and lack of time to think, the on-call shifts. And so I told Robin I didn’t want to go back.

			Without hesitation, Robin cashed in the money he’d inherited aged twenty when his parents died in a road accident. It had been untouchable until this point—his pension and security, guarded closely in an investment portfolio—but he channeled it all into our household savings account so I could be a stay-at-home mother.

			I wrote to the London Deanery and Imperial College to tell them I was done with surgery. There were panicked offers of evidence-based rehabilitation this, confidential crisis counseling that, but I declined them all and deregistered from the General Medical Council.

			It takes years of work and sacrifice to get into surgery, but it turns out that it takes just a few hours to leave. I became a full-time mother and refused to look back.

			Until six months ago, when Robin suddenly, shockingly, lost his job. For more than a decade he had worked for Andrew Heynes, a man of colossal wealth and praiseworthy intentions—or so we believed. Then Andrew, distressingly, was investigated for fraud and most of his operations, even the charitable ones, were temporarily closed down. Robin was one of many redundancies that followed.

			I think we both assumed he would find another job quickly, but it took a long time. The landscape has changed a lot in the past decade, it turns out, and people are less keen to give their money away. Robin did a lot of number crunching. We still had his inheritance, of course, but it wouldn’t last indefinitely.

			Robin wasn’t sleeping and neither was I. At some point during the past few years I had, without realizing, simply rolled over like a soft animal and allowed my husband to carry me—to carry all of us. I had no idea where Carrie Cole had gone, why I had allowed her to disintegrate without resistance. I had to start earning.

			Running a household was enough for plenty of other women, brilliant women with sharp brains and important careers before they’d had children. But I’d often wondered, as I scrubbed the toilets in the Pig Shed, if I might simply have a different genetic makeup. My own mother certainly wasn’t built for parenting or housekeeping. She’d gone back out campaigning by the time I reached eleven weeks and had suffered no guilt at all. She’d done what she needed to do and was much happier as a result.

			Once the idea of returning to work had taken hold in my mind, it was my sole focus. I wasn’t doing it because I had to—it was at this time that Robin finally got a job—but rather because I wanted to. The day I phoned the GMC to reregister as a physician felt like a rebirth.

			Now as then, Robin is in support of my plans, but I know the speed of it all has been overwhelming. Especially with my decision to visit Sweden for three nights next month. Until recently, I wasn’t willing to leave the kids even for a night.

			

			—

			I relax, letting Robin hold me. It is spectacular, he’s right. No matter how long it takes me to retrain not just my brain but my hands, or how many years it takes me to get back to ST6, which is where I was when I left, the NHS’s willingness to accept me back is in itself cause for great celebration. It was never a given.

			“I also got a call from Yanika Hatziz this afternoon. She’s said I can go and shadow her in Sweden while I’m waiting for my reorientation to start! Although first I’ve got to meet her for some sort of interrogation when I’m in Stockholm.”

			I pick up Raffy’s little stuffed rabbit—Friday Bunny, his name is, because we bought him on a Friday—and throw him up into the air, catching him and hugging him hard.

			“My favorite biohazard,” I say, smiling into Friday Bunny’s sweet, germy fur.

			I force myself to sit down, and Robin hands me my bowl of macaroni. He says, “I’m ashamed to admit I believed them when they told you it couldn’t be done. More fool me. If anyone can pull this off, it’s you.”

			“They had forgotten what a good surgeon I was.”

			I’m trying to speak in this way—to think in this way—as frequently as feels bearable. There will be people wanting to crush me at every turn over the next few years, as I inch my way back into my career. My old friend Dell from medical school has warned that the softer edges of the NHS as an employer have yet to extend to surgery.

			“Have you told your mum?” Robin asks.

			“I called her. She didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail.”

			“And?”

			“Nothing.”

			“That sounds about right.” He squeezes my hand.

			“Oh, I think she’ll be pleased. She’s never been able to get her head around me choosing to be a stay-at-home mum.”

			Robin’s seen Mum let me and my children down too many times to have a great deal of time for her, but he’s respectful enough to keep his thoughts to himself most of the time.

			“Tell me more about this placement in Sweden,” he says. “Will you have to speak Swedish?”

			“I think so. Yanika says they all speak English, but no clinician in their right mind would speak a foreign language in an emergency. I’m getting a language app so I can start brushing up.”

			“Right,” Robin says, less enthusiastically. “Sounds sensible.”

			He knows that I signed up for Swedish classes soon after getting together with Johan, that I was drunk on love from the start. And, no matter how happy Robin and I are, no matter how many years have passed since I cared in any way about Johan, I think it pains him that the language lives on inside me. That there was once a time when I would lie awake next to Johan, thinking, Jag älskar dig. I love you. I love you.

			I eat another forkful of macaroni, a reminder to Robin that I’m on his team.

			He gets out his phone and we google Yanika.

			It’s been more than thirteen years since I last worked under Yanika Hatziz, but she remains the best mentor I’ve ever had. Neither of us were traditional surgeon material back then—Yanika with her heavy Greek accent, me a quarter Malaysian and too short to operate without a steel box to stand on. But: “You must never allow these things to hold you back,” she said in our first supervision meeting at the Royal London. “You are to be outstanding and fearless in all you undertake as a surgeon, Carrie. You’ll have the power to save people’s lives in a few short hours! Do not allow anyone, any man, to prevent you from carrying out that duty.”

			Sadly for me, Yanika was poached just before the end of my core training—bribed over to Sweden by a prestigious university hospital. She’s the director of cancer and emergency surgery there now; surgeons fly in from all over the world to learn advanced robotics with her. Those that can’t are glued to her YouTube channel, where she uploads videos of surgical techniques she’s quite literally invented herself. I’ve watched them all, agog. She is a powerhouse.

			“Isn’t she magnificent?” I say. Robin’s still reading her biography.

			I glance at him, just in time to catch something different—something odd—in his eyes. “Oh. What?”

			He hadn’t realized he was being watched. He waves me off. “Sorry. I’m just—” He sighs. “It’s just a lot to take in at the moment, Carrie. Six months ago you said you were really happy being a mum, looking after the house and the holiday let. But when I was made redundant you decided almost overnight to go back to surgery, and now you’re making plans to travel abroad.” He waves his phone, Yanika’s picture still on the screen. “I know it’s all happening at seventy miles per hour in your head, but I’m a little way behind you. Forty miles per hour, I think. Accelerating to fifty. But I may still need to take a minute to change gear, every now and then.”

			“Right,” I put my fork down. “Of course. Sorry. I get it.”

			I lean over and plant a kiss on the side of his face.

			“It’s fine. Great, even.” He tucks my hand into his. “But I do want to say something: If it ever feels like too much, can you promise me that you’ll step back and wait a few more years? I’m working again. We’d be OK. I just don’t want you to force yourself to see this through if you realize you’ve made a mistake.”

			“Thank you.” I smile. “You’re right; forcing myself on is exactly what I’d do. But—honestly—I want this.”

			Robin takes this in for a moment.

			“I want to go back, Robin. I’m ready. Truly ready.”

			He takes a breath. “That’s good to hear, darling. The fact remains, though, you told me never to let you go back to surgery, if you ever changed your mind in the future. And yet here we are, in the future, and you’ve changed your mind. I’m not going to try to stop you, but it would be remiss of me not to point out that your well-being has to come first. We love you too much to watch you fall apart again.”

			I pick up Friday Bunny. Raffy wouldn’t go anywhere without this little creature for years; nowadays he’ll often forget even to take him to bed. My babies are growing up fast; with the passing of each day they become a clearer expression of the souls they were always meant to be.

			But I am a soul, too, and I haven’t been faithful to the blueprint of my DNA. I am a woman who has been called to work at the confluence of life and death, and that’s the place to which I must return. It no longer concerns our bank balance or Robin’s long-term career security. It’s a basic need.

			“I get it,” I say, trying—as I have done for years—to straighten Friday Bunny’s crooked ear. It flops back down and I give up, taking Robin’s hand again. “It must have been exhausting to watch the human roller coaster that is your wife over the past few years. I can see that, Robin, and I’m sorry. But this is what I need to do. None of it is a mistake.”

			My husband smiles and kisses me. He says he’s going to find some fizz so we can celebrate my great news, and he’s whistling as he goes out to the shed where we keep our stash—but I sense I’ve failed to allay his fears.
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				Three.

				London, 2014

			
			“You look stuck,” was the first thing Robin ever said to me. “Can I help?”

			He had no idea, poor man, what a precedent this would set.

			Four years earlier, my marriage to Johan had simultaneously begun and ended on a small island in the Gulf of Thailand. I’d lived simply since then, willingly owned by my work. I’d taken jobs in London, Manchester, and Newcastle, then an out-of-program year in Johannesburg, and had just begun my ST4 at the Royal Marsden back in London, working in oesophageal cancer. I was now thirty-one and a junior surgical registrar; I had responsibilities not just for patients but for the training of others.

			One of the first things I’d done on starting this job was join the hospital’s fundraising committee, which was organizing a gala in the grand ballroom of a Park Lane hotel. The sole aim of this event was to raise the final £250,000 needed to buy a surgical robot called the Da Vinci XI.

			I first noticed Robin at the gala when the man he was sitting next to bid £125,000 for a painting of a woman with five breasts. The painting had been donated by an artist whose cancer our colorectal team had successfully treated the previous year. It was now closing out the auction £100,000 over target: we had our robot.

			I took a good look at the winning bidder while the ballroom around him erupted like a football stadium. He was the host of the table, a wealthy and influential man invited to fill the seats around him with wealthy and influential friends. His name was Andrew Heynes, and I knew nothing of him other than that he was a prolific giver to medical causes. As the celebratory music pounded I watched him get up to personally top up his guests’ champagne glasses, even though we had waiters paid just to do that.

			Heynes’s shirt was hanging loose and undetected over the back of his belt. To my amusement, I watched another man at his table get up and simply tuck it back into Heynes’s trousers without comment before sitting back down. On the stage the auctioneer was shouting, “Three hundred and fifty thousand, ladies and gentlemen! Three hundred and fifty thousand raised tonight for the Royal Marsden Hospital!”

			The waiting staff started clearing away dessert plates, which was my cue to open up the donations table. I knocked back the rest of my champagne before making my way cautiously across the ballroom on my new heels. I hadn’t got out much over the past four years and was quite unsteady. Surgical clogs would have been preferable.

			“Oi!” Dell called as I approached her table. “Carrie Cole!”

			She was too loud now the music had been turned down; several faces from Andrew Heynes’s table looked up.

			We’d left only two tables for the general public to buy seats at and Dell, my steadfast Dell, had organized a group of our old friends from the Royal London to fill one. They’d each parted with £500 for the chance to be here tonight.

			“You look ravishing!” she shouted delightedly.

			“You really do!” said Kiran, who had been a scrub nurse when Dell and I were core trainees at the Royal London back in 2010.

			“Isn’t this wonderful?” I picked up an untouched glass of champagne from their table and took a long swig. “I’m feeling very proud.”

			“So you should!” Dell and Kiran raised their own glasses. Then Dell stood up, hugging me. “You’re incredible, Carrie. And I haven’t seen you look this happy since, well…for a long time.”

			Since you were with Johan, she’d managed not to say.

			I made way for a couple of men from the Heynes table to walk past.

			“I am happy,” I said, smiling. “Thank you.”

			“I know what it took to put yourself back together.” Dell was uncharacteristically emotional. “You should be proud.”

			I shrugged. One of the many things I’d learned in my career was that no matter the scale of rupture our bodies suffer, they are united by a penetrating and intrinsic desire to repair. Three days earlier, I’d helped my consultant resect a seven-hundred-gram tumor from a man in his sixties. When I’d come in yesterday the man was propped up in bed, joking with ward staff and FaceTiming his daughter in New Zealand.

			That untaught ability to heal, that drive to survive, is life. I had had my rupture; I had healed. It was the natural order of things.

			I made my excuses and headed off toward my donations table, in the same direction as the two men from Heynes’s table. One went to the toilet, the other to the bar. The bar-bound man was the one who’d tucked Andrew Heynes’s shirt back into his trousers as if he were Heynes’s long-suffering wife.

			For a brief moment I tried to imagine the sort of world these men must inhabit: the houses abroad, the yachts, the comforting knowledge that they would never need to take the tube. The staging laparoscopy I’d performed that afternoon had been on a woman so hard up, she’d had to take four buses to get to the hospital. It was a different world.

			I was still following the shirt-tucking-in man. He wasn’t heading for the bar, I realized: he was heading for my donations table, just up ahead, where Kenny, my consultant, was throwing on his dinner jacket and talking rapidly into his phone.

			“I have to go,” Kenny said as I arrived. “One of my patients needs me.”

			“But you’re not on call!”

			“I took her stomach out yesterday and now she’s been transferred to ICU,” he called, already off. “Over to you, Carrie.”

			I was left with the man from Andrew Heynes’s table. Behind him, an elderly couple had joined to form a small queue.

			“Right…” I said to the man. “Plan B it is. I just need to get this card machine up and running. Then I can tell you all about the incredible work we’re going to do with this robot.”

			He waved a hand, smiling, as if to say, no rush. While I wrestled with the machine, he started chatting with the couple behind him. But after a few minutes with no progress at my end, he turned back toward the table.

			“You look stuck,” he said. “Can I help?”

			“Do you know how to operate a card machine?”

			“I have Google?”

			“Oh, no, it’s OK. I’ll just…” I trailed off. “Actually, yes please,” I said. “And thank you. I am completely stuck.”

			“I see that. OK, so, Carrie? Is it Carrie?”

			“Yes…?”

			He smiled. “Your friend yelled your name earlier when you walked past. It was hard to miss.”

			“Ah, yes. That’s Dell.”

			“OK. Carrie. You radio for backup. I’ll sort this machine out. And you can talk to the lovely couple behind me about robotic surgery, because that is something I definitely cannot do.”

			With that, he came around the table and sat down. Five minutes later, the machine had taken £1,000.

			“How do you know Andrew Heynes?” I asked him as we waited for our next donation. He was nice-looking in a slightly posh, British sort of way. Lots of healthy brown hair, tanned skin as if he’d just got back from the Caribbean or wherever it was the wealthy went on holiday at this time of year.

			“I work for him.”

			“Oh! I assumed you were…”

			“One of his very rich friends? Sadly not. That’s why I came to donate some money at this table rather than paying twenty-five grand at auction to go and see the Stones play in Tennessee.”

			“So what do you do?” I asked. “Are you his butler? Smuggled in to keep him on brand?”

			“I am not.”

			“I saw you tucking in his shirt.”

			He laughed. “Andrew can’t be wandering around with his shirt hanging out. He wasn’t listening to a word I was saying.”

			I told him this was something I often experienced with my patients.

			He looked right at me for a few moments as though trying to make a decision, and the energy changed between us.

			“Can I—ah, can I get you a drink?” he asked, suddenly shy. “I’d love to hear more about your work.”

			“Thank you, but no.” I smiled. “I’ve had to do a hard stop. I drank far too much during the auction.”

			The man nodded. “I relate.” He asked a waiter for a glass of champagne for him and some water for me. “Anyway—I’m a philanthropic adviser. In answer to your question.”

			I sat back in my chair. “You tell Heynes how to spend his excess billions?”

			“Essentially.”

			“What a job! Tell me more.”

			“Well, I made him come here tonight and fill the table with his wealthy friends. And I made him buy that painting. It’s not all black-tie dinners, of course, but I enjoy my work.”

			A few minutes later, one of my fellow organizers turned up to take over on the card machine.

			“Lovely to meet you, Carrie,” the man said. “And for what it’s worth, having listened to you talk to the punters about surgery for the past fifteen minutes, I’d choose you over this robot any day. You sound like the real deal.”

			It was only when he’d gone that I realized I’d never even asked his name.

			And that I very much wished I had.

			

			—

			He sent me a letter the next week, asking if he could take me out to dinner. His name was Robin Carghill.

			I loved the old-fashioned straightforwardness of putting pen to paper. Dell, who had watched our entire exchange, imagined Robin to be the sort of person who would book an iconic London restaurant and then roll us into a dive bar later on. She was spot on. Our first date was at Quo Vadis, followed by a disgusting Soho bar, the name and location of which neither of us can remember.

			He had ordered—and demolished—a giant steak, laughed sympathetically at my “weedy” cod cheek salad and asked me endless questions about my work.

			“Are you joking?” he asked, genuinely appalled, when I paused to check he wasn’t bored. “Everyone wants to know what it’s like to be a surgeon! You cut people open and chop things out and then go off and have lunch as if you’ve spent the morning bumming about on the internet like the rest of us. It’s witchcraft.”

			I smiled.

			“Did you not watch ER when you were a teenager?” he went on. “Peter Benton and Elizabeth Corday were my heroes. Their storylines trumped all the others.”

			“I did watch it. I’m afraid I often took notes.”

			“Of course. How did you rate their surgical practice, out of interest?”

			“Well, questionable, at times.”

			Robin started laughing. “You had feedback! Oh, but this is wonderful. What age were you?”

			“Fifteen.” I was laughing, too.

			“I hope you wrote them a strongly worded letter.”

			I stayed silent.

			“Oh my God! You actually did!”

			I put my head in my hands.

			“Oh, Carrie, this is priceless. Did they reply?”

			“To the third letter, yes.”

			Robin roared with laughter.

			“I have a very high-achieving mother. And my grandmother was even worse. None of us were fitted with an off switch. But trust me, not everyone has found this trait as appealing as you.”

			At his request I told him a little of my mother and of her mother, who’d come over to England from Malaysia because her family would not pay for her to receive a university education. Against all odds, my grandmother had become a professor of epidemiology and even had a stint advising the government. By the time she was fifty, three different men had left her. She was too busy for husbands, Mum always said. She’d had to hustle ten times as hard as her British colleagues to achieve the same academic credentials, and even then she was always the least likely to get the jobs. If she hadn’t died of cancer in her sixties she would probably have worked until she was a hundred.

			“My mum’s different,” I said. “Extremely charming, funny, engaging—people fall in love with her on the spot, although she’s come up against plenty of prejudice too. But she’s no less of a workaholic. She cannot, will not, sit still until she’s saved the world. I’m a good surgeon, but I’ll never have the kind of impact she’s had.”

			“Oh, hang on now,” Robin said. He was no longer laughing. “You have plenty of impact, Carrie. I wish I’d…” He broke off. “I had no choice but to write to you, Carrie. No choice at all. I couldn’t think about anything else. It was infuriating and very enjoyable.”

			The kissing started when we left the restaurant. I hadn’t kissed anyone since Johan and I enjoyed it even more than I expected to.

			

			—

			Luckily, Robin was relaxed about my cautious pace. He arranged excellent dates without any fuss or back and forth; he’d just message me things like, I’m taking you to see the ENO. 7:30 p.m. next Thursday, Coliseum. He took the time to memorize my on-call rotas so that he could plan things I could actually do. And from the very beginning, he was transparent about everything.

			Earlier in the year, he told me, he had split up with a woman who’d had several other lovers. He only found out when one of the other men let himself into her house while Robin was there, scrambling eggs in her kitchen.

			“It’s been very difficult to accept that I was fooled so easily,” he admitted. “You’re not shady, are you? You’re not living a double life?”

			We were walking in Richmond Park in the early evening with binoculars, Robin teaching me basic constellations.

			“No. But don’t forget that I married a man who really did have a double life. And that was only four years ago. So if you’re naive, I’m…Actually, I don’t think there’s a word for it.”

			Robin glanced sideways at me. “It must have been incredibly traumatic.”

			I took off the binoculars and handed them to him. “I’m fine. Honestly. But I have to say I’m not fine with these offensively heavy binoculars. You should try a pair of surgical loupes. They attach directly to your head and they weigh almost nothing.”

			“Don’t listen to her,” Robin told the binoculars. They were his grandfather’s 1960 Carl Zeisses and Robin’s favorite “workhorses.” “You’re very quick to make jokes, Carrie, but I find it hard to believe that time was anything other than awful.”

			That silenced me for a moment.

			“You’re right,” I said, because I wanted no secrets in this relationship. “It was. But it’s part of the experience of being human to suffer, isn’t it? I repaired the damage and I moved on. I’m a surgeon, remember.”

			He wasn’t having it. “But how? How did you just repair the damage when it was all so violent and shocking? It was your wedding day.”

			I thought again before replying. “My sister made me see a therapist for a while,” I said. “She had some helpful things to say. Then one day I asked her: What’s the formula here? What’s the clinical pathway to healing, in your experience? She said it was a balance between feeling your feelings in a ‘resourced state’ and gently reengaging with life. But of course she couldn’t tell me precisely how to find that balance, so I went ahead and devised my own formula. I allowed myself set times each day to deal with it, and I focused on being helpful and staying busy the rest of the time. Alongside all the usual self-care stuff. I made a plan and stuck to it, and it hurt for a very long time, but it worked. I healed.”

			Robin said nothing. I squeezed his hand.

			“As I said. I’m a surgeon. It’s how my brain works.”

			It was the only noteworthy weakness I sensed in him, this anxiety about my previous life, and he only really stopped asking about Johan when I woke him up one morning, six months in, to tell him I loved him. I felt his body relax, right there, in bed.

			To my surprise, he asked me to marry him on the spot. To my surprise, I said yes.

			It makes sense when I think about it now. Yes, I had fallen in love with him, but I also just wanted a proper husband. A husband who was exactly who he said he was. Someone who’d be there for longer than a few hours.

			

			—

			Robin comes back in from the shed with some of the crémant I buy for Pig Shed guests. “No sign of the Geminids yet,” he says, yawning. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to face getting up.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“The Geminid meteor shower. It’s happening around two a.m.” He drops the ice into the glasses. “I’m shattered, but this one’s set to be pretty spectacular. What should I do?”

			“I love you, my dear nerd,” I say, after a pause. “Come here.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			“Would you take any notice if I told you what to do?”

			He admits he would not. Then he comes over and kisses me and we hold each other for a few moments, united and content. We have no idea what’s coming, what I’m about to find in an unsuspecting corner of the internet. I am benignly oblivious, as almost all of us are in the moments before our lives change.
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				Four.

				Now: Devon, December 2022

			
			I book my flights to Stockholm while Robin plays with his new camera lens. Life, in that moment, is simple and good.

			After paying for the flights I go up to check on Raffy, waking him just enough to take some more salbutamol. Heavy and sleepy, he doesn’t protest. I curl myself around him while he falls quickly back to sleep. I inhale the sweetness of his hair, his oaty breath. “I love you,” I whisper, kissing him.

			A few moments later Robin comes up.

			“Are you happy with his breathing?” he whispers. In the darkness I see the lighter shape of my husband’s arm, feeling around for Raffy’s body.

			“Yes. For now. But I won’t stop checking him.”

			Robin’s hand lands gently on his son’s belly. “Let me share the burden, Carrie. I might be up for the meteor shower anyway.”

			But he knows I won’t. He knows this miserable use of my medical training, this sleepless vigilance, is how I manage the anxiety that sits in the heart of any mother who’s been in NICU watching her child trying to live.

			We gently reinsert Maeve’s legs into her bed, because they’re sticking out at ninety degrees. We tuck one of her unicorns under her arm and both of us kiss her. She’s always busy in her sleep, this sweet girl, and her little forehead is always damp with perspiration at night.

			We return downstairs and I start searching for accommodation. The fire, which I lit hours ago, murmurs gentle stories in its stove and the fizz is lovely. I allow my gaze to slide off around our sitting room: the bulging, plaster-blown walls, the fireplace lintel with its centuries-old taper burns, the groaning beams.

			The main purpose of my trip to Sweden is to go to a conference held by Roof, the competitor to Airbnb that markets our holiday let. Every year, Roof invites all its European hosts to a conference where we learn about everything from specialist insurance to property photography. Normally I don’t go, but this year I was ready. The fact that Yanika Hatziz lives in Stockholm was a bonus.

			All of the Roof hosts in Stockholm are offering subsidized rates on their apartments, but they’re still pricey. I look at cheaper options further out and then, on a whim, increase my search area to include the wider archipelago surrounding the city. I once read a novel about a politician staying in a summer house by the Baltic sea, investigating a suspicious death. I love the idea of a little coastal hideaway.

			I immediately fall in love with a little summer house near Trosa but, really, it’s too far out.

			And then Robin, who’s been quiet for a while, sends me a booking confirmation for a very trendy-looking hotel in Stockholm, almost next door to the conference venue. He’s paid for it himself: a superking bed and a vast bathtub that I can soak in, alone, no children coming in to scream or drop crisps in my water, no laundry spilling out of the basket or skids in the toilet.

			He smiles when I thank him, tells me he wants me to have the most comfortable trip possible, then goes off to load the dishwasher.

			Before turning my attention to travel insurance I take one last look at the cabin that caught my eye. It’s beautiful. Stylish and peaceful, photographed by someone who knows how to make a camera sing. There’s a large red pendant light over a big scrubbed table, bunk beds with thick woolen blankets, views straight out over a flat silver sea. I scroll down to read the description, because I love this house.

			That’s when I see it. A photo of the host, the name Johan. A mild sensation in my chest: he looks a bit like a Johan I once knew.

			I start reading the description. “This cabin has been in my family for three generations…”

			My eyes track back to the photo, because it looks so very much like him that I want a longer look. How novel, I think to myself; how funny. A Johan look-alike, hosting a cabin by the sea near Stockholm.

			I reread the name Johan, allow myself to look at the thumbnail photo of a man in a green T-shirt, laughing at something off camera. He looks so much like the man I married. He has longish hair, tied up, and even though the picture is tiny you can see he has knockout blue eyes.

			The similarities are actually uncanny.

			Suspiciously so.

			I move in closer to the computer, zooming as far as I can.

			Hollowness spreads rapidly in my chest.

			I look away, then back at the screen, and my hand flies up to my mouth as if to stop myself shouting out, because it’s him.

			Johan Kullberg. The man I was married to for all of four hours. The man I believed to be my one great love. It’s him.

			

			—

			
			I don’t sleep.

			I stay up all night, staring at Johan’s name on my computer screen, zooming in on the pictures of his house, pressing a hand hard down on my sternum to stop my heart erupting through my chest wall. Disbelief, paralysis. A moth fluttering at the windowsill, bars of moonlight rolling silently across the living table. I make my hourly trips to Raffy’s bedside as if in a dream.

			It really is Johan. He got away. He got out of Thailand. And after all he put me through, he never found it within himself to pick up the phone and tell me.

			

			—

			When Robin doesn’t appear at 2 a.m. for the meteor shower, I give in and google Johan’s name.

			I made a promise to myself when Robin and I got together that I would never google Johan again. It was disrespectful in a very obvious way to Robin, but it was harmful to me, too. No matter how many times I looked him up, the facts didn’t change, and my despair only grew in scope. Johan had betrayed and then abandoned me. He had put my career at risk and he’d consigned me to years of grief. Google did not hold any information that could change this.

			He’s a recently qualified architect, I read. He lives in Stockholm. He has a partner and son. His employer’s self-conscious website says he’d write songs and go running if he had time for hobbies, but for now he’s taking on a broad portfolio of design projects and being a dad.

			In the spasm of disbelief at seeing him here, leading a normal life, a thread of anger begins to unspool. He is an architect. A dad. A decent, upstanding family man with aspirations and a network of friends and colleagues. What a great-sounding guy!

			The anger spreads like a mold spore. This comfortable new life he’s built for himself, without any thought for me. No email of explanation. No apology. How could he not have told me he’d got away? How am I finding out like this? How?

			Google brings up four photos of him. Two from the time before he was dragged off by armed men, reported in the Swedish press: the Johan I married, the smiling, beautiful, free young man, full of tall stories.

			One photo of him—thin and ill-looking with what look like blisters, or maybe bruises, on his face—from a Swedish newspaper article in 2016, when he apparently flew back to Sweden to start his life over. I don’t spend much time looking at this one. It’s too painful.

			Tears of anger, of humiliation, are gathering. Even if Johan couldn’t find it in his heart to contact me, how could his parents have failed to? Six years have passed since he flew home. Why is it that not one person in that family cared enough to reach out to me?

			And how has any of this come about in the first place? We’d been told there was no possibility of him getting out of there alive. What changed?

			A tear escapes and runs down my cheek. I read and reread the articles but the Swedish language skills I talked so cheerfully about a few hours ago elude me and I falter, derailed by irrelevant conjugations.

			The final picture of him is on the website of his architectural firm. Thoughtful, half smiling, an expression I once cherished. He’s wearing a T-shirt. He never really loved shirts.

			The photo is black and white but I can still see his freckles, the impossible blue of his eyes. He has a beard, something I’ve never been sure about. He is still deceptively beautiful. After all that has happened to him, after all these years, he is still very clearly the sort of man who causes people to stop and stare.

			Six years back in the world. Clean water and real food. Freedom, safety. And a child. He has a little boy. A small Johan. I imagine stubby fingernails and wild curls. A stout little bottom, a freckled nose, that same way of seeing beneath someone’s skin. I catch myself smiling, but the shock soon washes back in. There is nothing sweet or redemptive about any of this.

			Has he looked me up, stared at pictures of me online, like I am doing now? Does he care?

			Abruptly, I close the laptop, stand up, sit down.

			I have to remind myself that I wouldn’t have responded even if he had contacted me. The truth is that by the time he somehow escaped the sordid mess he created in Thailand, I was in love with someone else, someone trustworthy and kind. I had rebuilt myself, drawn a line. I would not have allowed Johan anywhere near my life if he’d reached out.

			I go upstairs and check on Raffy again. I cuddle him and then I cuddle Maeve and I whisper “Sorry,” into their hair, again and again. I had no business googling Johan. I am a mother. A wife. These two children, these infuriating, noisy, perfect little souls; and their dear father, my rock; our drafty old cottage on the southern slopes of the moor—they are what I chose. Not Johan, whoever he really is. I am sickened by my actions.

			Too agitated to consider sleep, I steam clean the kitchen floor, spray down the food cupboards, scrub the bin. I make a solemn promise to my family that I will never look Johan Kullberg up again. I wash windows, trim browning plant leaves, then pause at 4 a.m. to fuel myself with strong tea, because I’ve barely eaten since lunchtime and I’m shaking.

			Sometime before five, I sit back down at my laptop.

			I open it up and stare numbly at pictures of squid boats from outer space until Maeve runs into the kitchen at speed, pulling down her pajama bottoms as she heads for the downstairs toilet, shouting, “HELLO, MUMMY, I NEED A POO.”

			

			—

			I fill up a watering can in the old granite trough by our front door, grateful for the frosty sting of 6:03 a.m. I water all the house plants while Maeve does her morning business and sings opera, and Raffy slides sleepily into the living room and curls up under a blanket on the sofa, telling me he will have to take the rest of the term off school because of his breathing.

			He sounds better. In spite of my mental state, I’m grateful for the simple relief of a healthy child. The first twenty-four hours after an asthma attack tell me a lot about how quickly he’ll recover. We do his inhaler and have a cuddle while Maeve designs a “Moroccan cafe” on at least twenty sheets of A4.

			Robin leaves for the 7:20 train to London. Maeve refuses to let me brush her hair.

			“I want Daddy to do it!” she shouts, on the brink of tears. “You always hurt me!”

			“I’ve told you a million times, you need to go to bed with a ponytail. Otherwise this is exactly what happens,” I reply, as if that will soothe either my daughter’s mood or her tangled hair.

			“I want Daddy…” she wails, then runs off to get my phone, the password for which she has somehow learned, and tries to FaceTime Robin. When I ask her to come and have her breakfast she just yells “DADDY!” in my direction. Minutes later, she has forgotten the whole thing and is sitting on my knee, applying sticker gems to my nose while I force myself to eat a banana.

			Neither of them make their beds.

			While I’m running around after them, I call the paeds ward at Torbay and get Raffy an appointment for twelve forty-five. He’s upset that I’m making him go to school this morning, but really, his breathing is fine. He announces he needs to do his own poo just as I am loading them into the car. “It can’t wait,” he preempts, because I am a selfish mummy who’s asked her children to delay their urgent poos far too many times.

			A short while later, I drive them across the moor in a dream. It’s crystal clear up there—a bracing concert of greens and browns and spiky yellow, tors in dark points staggering off toward the horizon. I connect to none of it.

			I get Maeve and Raffy to school. I chat to Veronique, one of my mum friends, as I walk back to the car park; we talk about the rumors of a new restaurant in town, about the car that’s still sitting overturned in a ditch on the moor after last week’s snow. The greengrocer being taken over by a hipster couple who are filling the window with Christmas kimchi kits and obscure squashes. Vero predicts they won’t last and I just make vague mmm sounds, because I don’t know what to say that doesn’t concern the man I once married in Thailand.

			I’m longing to call my sister, but she’s in Colorado and it’s at least another five hours before she’ll wake up. I text Dell, who’s probably prepping for theater already, and of course she doesn’t reply.

			The only other person in my life who knows about Johan is my mother. I call her and she doesn’t answer—she never bloody answers—but I leave a voicemail. She may not connect to my life as a stay-at-home mother, but she’ll be extremely interested in this.

			I long to be able to call Dad. To just go around to his house and talk through the whole thing with him. He’d have known what I should do, before this savage illness took over his mind. He’d have known what to say.

			The air around me seems thinner, like I’m at high altitude. I check my emails and of course there’s nothing from Johan, because he got out of Thailand six years ago. Why would he choose today to write to me?

			Hungry for distraction, I look up the website Dell sent me yesterday listing the most popular medical foundation programs. She’s been trying to persuade me to come back to London to retrain. The website ranks surgical specialties with emojis. General Surgery—my specialty—is the most popular, with not just one but two fire emojis.

			I start the engine and drive home. This is how I will deal with today. I will concentrate on my return to work. To the two-emoji specialty that I buried myself in when I came back from Thailand without Johan, all those years ago. It worked then, and it will work now.
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			Five.

			“You cannot go to Stockholm,” Maya says. “Not if Johan lives there. No way, Carrie. Just no. No!”

			She shouts the last word, which might in other circumstances have made me laugh. Maya is a pretty spiritual person these days, but fragments of her old self continue to escape even now, small pieces of shrapnel from the explosive child I once played My Little Ponies with.

			“I’m not going to see Johan,” I say. There are three closed doors between me and Robin—it’s the only way we can stay warm in this old house—but I’m barely talking above a whisper. “I’m going for the holiday let conference and a meeting with an old boss. That’s it.”

			“No! You’re happy with Robin! And, Carrie, you’re a mother! Just stop it.”

			“Stop what? I have no intention of seeing Johan! And even if I happened to bump into him, of all the millions of people I could bump into, I’d walk in the other direction. Besides, you’re right: I am happy with Robin. With my family.”

			“So have you told Robin about this?”

			I’m silent for a few moments. “No. But that doesn’t mean—”

			“Oh, Carrie. Come on.”

			We go back and forth for a while. When she called earlier I was doing my Father Christmas shopping, sharing my highlights from their present lists with Robin. “Pow gow stick” is at the top of Maeve’s list. “Potaree making kit” is Raff’s. Robin’s since gone upstairs to wrap some presents, but I suspect he’ll be reading his new Aristotle book. It arrived yesterday and, at nearly 2,400 years old, is apparently one of the most important astronomical texts of all time.

			It’s been a few days since I found Johan online and in that time I have achieved very little, other than somehow keeping a lid on my still-unfurling shock. I’ve tried to expend my energy on managing Raffy’s asthma, Maeve’s anxiety about her best friend moving to Scotland and, of course, Dad’s move to the residential home. But, shamefully, I’ve also relapsed into reading and rereading the few things that are available online about Johan. I don’t know who I resent more for this wasted time, him or myself.

			Once Robin went upstairs earlier with a bag of presents and the Minions Christmas wrapping paper he proudly sourced online, I gave in and told my sister the whole thing via text message. Maya claims to use her mobile “only seldom” these days, but six minutes after I messaged her my own phone started ringing.

			“You’re not saying anything. Say something,” my sister prompts. I hope she doesn’t speak to her therapy clients this way.

			I sigh. “Maya, this trip means a lot to me. Why shouldn’t I go to Stockholm and do the conference and meet up with Yanika and eat some meatballs and enjoy my first break from my children in years? Johan took so much from me. Why should I allow him to ruin this, too?”

			“But Carrie. He already has. He lives in the city you want to visit and he’s in your head nonstop—why didn’t he tell me he escaped Thailand, who’s this woman he married, why did he retrain as an architect, why did he do what he did, why is this happening, what does it mean? Do you honestly think any of that’ll go away if you go to Stockholm? Because, trust me, it’ll get a lot louder.”

			The longer she speaks, the more I have to accept the truth in what she’s saying. I’m not going there to track down and confront Johan, of course, but it’s still too dangerous. What’s to say he doesn’t live near my hotel? How can I guarantee that I won’t bump into him at Stockholm Central station? In a coffee shop? Walking down the street with his family?

			I get up to make myself a bowl of cereal. I’ve barely eaten this week. Being unable to eat is a red warning flag for me, the first casualty of an overloaded system. I’m childishly determined to prove, with this miserable container of beige food, that I’m fine.

			“I am not going to bump into him,” I insist doggedly, even though I know I’ve lost this fight. “Things like that don’t happen in massive cities.”

			Maya pauses. I can hear birdsong on the other end of the phone. Colorado birds, taking a lunchtime song break in the foothills of Grand Mesa. Her dog barks and it echoes across the vast, still body of water she lives next to.

			“Carrie. You haven’t thought this through, have you? What if he’s at the conference himself?”

			I stop dead in the middle of the kitchen, bowl in hand.

			“Oh my…oh, shit.”

			I look behind me, as if Maya is somehow in this room, not five thousand miles away, walking by a frozen lake. How has this not occurred to me? Johan is a Roof owner, too, and the conference is in his city. How could I not have thought of this?

			I didn’t think about this because, until a few days ago, I believed Johan would be in Thailand for the rest of his life.

			“Oh God, Maya. I’ve enrolled, I’ve paid…But I—No. I can’t go, can I? I cannot possibly go.”

			“No, you can’t,” she agrees. “Hey! Biscuit! Come back! BISCUIT.”

			My inability to travel since becoming a mother has prevented me visiting my sister for years. I haven’t even met Biscuit. I feel Maya’s absence from my life as keenly as I felt it the day she left to go and start a new life with her partner, Eagle, back in 2010, when I’d just met Johan.

			“I could contact the conference organizers and ask if he’s going?” I suggest weakly. The thought of seeing him fills me with unquantifiable anxiety but I’m angry, too. Stockholm was meant to be my time.

			“Still no,” Maya says briskly. Her “no” has the sliding vowel sound of her permanent home, a reminder that she has bedded into American life, that I will never get her back.

			“And Carrie. No matter how badly he did you over, no matter how badly he broke your heart, your trust, your career and, let’s face it, your life, for a while—before all of that happened, you loved him like he was the last man on earth. You adored him.”

			I close my eyes. Out of nowhere, a memory has sprung of Johan and me lying in bed one morning. Our faces were close.

			Your eyes are so beautiful, he said. Exactly the same color as my childhood cat’s. I asked him if this was a compliment. Oh, yes. She was crazy beautiful.

			We lay there for what felt like hours, staring at each other, smiling. Then he opened his mouth to speak, and I thought he was going to say something serious like I love you. But instead he just said, Meow. And he placed a thumb carefully by the side of my eye, stroking my skin delicately, like you might stroke a cat’s paw. Meow.

			“Don’t underestimate how much that could derail you,” my sister says. “If you somehow saw him. Or even if you didn’t. Just being there in the same city would be enough.”

			I open the kitchen door quietly to check that Robin hasn’t crept downstairs, but the hallway door is still closed. My husband has never crept anywhere in his solid, no-nonsense life; it’s only my guilt that drives me to check.

			“Have you told Mum?” Maya asks.

			“Yes. She was gobsmacked. She actually got quite tearful.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Mmm.”

			“That’s considerate of her,” Maya says. “Getting all misty-eyed about your ex-husband without any thought for you.”

			“Oh, Maya, give her a break. Of course this is emotive! She dropped everything and flew to Thailand to help him!”

			“Until she decided she wasn’t going to help him anymore and bundled you back on the first plane home.”

			I sigh. Neither of us has an easy relationship with our mother—I don’t think anyone does—but Maya and Dad are particularly savage in the way they talk about her. Or at least, Dad was, until Mum became just a name in a sea of disparate memories.

			“Mum only stopped helping Johan when we found out he’d lied to us all along. She was there for me, Maya. In my darkest hour—she came through. Don’t be so quick to forget that.”

			Maya changes the subject. “What did she say about Stockholm? Does she think it’s a bad idea?”

			“She thinks it’s a very good idea, actually. Meeting Yanika is far more important than a one percent chance of bumping into Johan were her words.”

			“Typical.” I can hear barking in the background. “Biscuit!” Maya yells. “It’s a squirrel! Stop it!”

			I add milk to my Rice Krispies, even though I don’t want so much as a spoonful.

			All these years, and Johan can still seep in. He can still control my mood, my actions, even my ability to feed myself.

			I tip the cereal into the food waste bin. Nobody will know. “I won’t go,” I say. “I’ll cancel. I…Maya, thank God I talked to you. This whole thing is madness.”

			“It is. Oh, Carrie. You poor thing,” she says, all sympathy now she’s successfully intervened. “This is so huge. I can barely take it in. Are you OK?”

			“Not really.”

			“Are you eating?”

			“Not really.”

			“Oh, Carrie.”

			“It’s been a little too much, on top of all the stress with Dad.” I pause. “Although, actually, it’s dialed down the worry about Dad slightly, which I feel awful about.”

			“Stop it. You’re allowed to think about other things. Especially things as big as this.”

			“I suppose so. Anyway, I’ll sort it out in my head. Eventually. I’ll cancel my flights right now. If my brain doesn’t implode first.”

			“You are going to be fine,” my sister says firmly. “And your frighteningly large brain is not going to implode. Especially not over Johan bloody Kullberg.”

			I smile briefly, pleased to hear her still using British swear words, and move the conversation on to Dad. Nicola and I have found him a residential home and they want to move him in soon, between Christmas and New Year. Dad has been living ten minutes’ drive from me for years. I know it has to happen, but the looming reality of removing my father from his beloved home and taking him to a building full of strangers is simply agonizing.

			Our proud, upstanding father was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s two years ago, after fifty years in the civil service and local government. This disease has felled him like an old tree. His roots are torn out of the soil and his loamy underbelly is exposed, and it is this, even more than the prospect of his early death, that pains me most. He would be distraught if he could see himself. He cannot explain his thoughts to us and he shouts out in rage, or perhaps despair, when he can’t get out of the house to go to the corner shop for a newspaper, even though his nearest shop is more than an hour’s walk away and it’s the middle of the night. He often reacts to normal events like a child and when he’s in a bad way he treats everyone, even his beloved Nicola, with suspicion.

			I miss my father. I miss him desperately, yet I see him nearly every day.

			From the age of twenty-one Dad worked for the Department for International Development, mostly on water and sanitation programs. He met Mum when her charity put on an event about access to water.

			Dad was blown away by Mum. Then and now, she had that effect on people. I still don’t quite know how such a quiet, compliant, typically British sort of a man managed to capture the heart of a rare bird like my mother—a woman for whom the word no was little more than an invitation—but I believe she really did fall in love with him, for a while. Possibly it was helped by Dad driving her down to Dartmoor for a weekend to show her the thatched cottage in which he’d grown up. It was in the most chocolate-box village of all chocolate-box villages, and that weekend on the moor was particularly wild and elemental. Mum was so entranced she decided, in her usual impetuous way, that she wanted to have children with him and buy a house there, under the dramatic and ever-changing sky. She was done with offices!

			She was done with offices until I was eleven weeks old, when her board of trustees asked her to come back to work. At that point, I believe some fairly heavy discussions took place that resulted in Dad resigning from his cherished job so that Mum could continue to commute to London. The scale of this sacrifice was great for Dad, who’d been a dedicated servant of the state from the moment he’d left university. But he made it for Mum, staying at home until Maya, who came two years after me, was old enough to go to nursery. Even then he had to spend the next eight years working in local government to enable Mum to buzz up and down between London and Devon as she pleased.

			She had that kind of power over Dad back then.

			Mum had begun losing enthusiasm for straight charity work by the time Maya started school and was becoming more and more committed to activism. I remember her disappearing, often without warning, to go and fight the good fight. I remember tremendous arguments between her and Dad, who just couldn’t get his head around the kind of things she was doing. This is not how society works, he would say, which did little more than make Mum laugh.

			When I was seven and Maya was five, Mum took us to London on a coach full of angry people and chained the three of us to the railings outside a foreign embassy. She told us that there were some bad people doing bad things and that we were going to sit there to tell the world it was not OK. I remember getting thirsty and asking Mum for a drink and her admitting she hadn’t brought enough water, and a panic welling up in me that she seemed unable to understand. “Why can’t we just go to a shop?” I kept asking.

			The fight after that was monumental. Dad banned Mum from taking us on a protest ever again. In Mum’s defense, she really was remorseful. She slept in our room that night and made us a beautiful breakfast the next day, with big glasses of Milo—the proper, imported stuff her Malaysian mother had given her as a child, rather than the “rubbish” they sold in Britain—and told us she was sorry. She cried more in those few days than we’d ever seen her cry. But she also recognized the power of the photo of us, two young girls chained to railings, that appeared in so many newspapers. Two years later, when I was nearly nine, she took us to another march in London, telling Dad we were going to a museum.

			I remember that vast movement of people, their drums and whistles, our calls, and then cries, for our mother when we realized we were lost. I remember the kind faces of the other placard holders, one sweet man putting Maya on his shoulders so that Mum could find her—but Mum didn’t come.

			A police officer eventually noticed the two crying girls, alone in the crowd, and pulled us out. I have lost many memories of that afternoon, but I know we were moments away from being sent into temporary care. Dad made it to London from Devon just as we were about to be taken away. He tried to be calm for us, but I remember the sound of him sobbing into my hair as if it were yesterday.

			Dad ended their relationship that night and immediately began a battle for sole custody. The way Maya remembers it, Mum put up no fight; she just left. But Maya is incredibly unforgiving of our mother, and she’s unable to remember that Dad gave Mum no choice. He made it his mission, from that point onward, to exclude her from our lives by every means possible. I remember Mum turning up at the front door more than once, asking to see us, and Dad telling her to go away. She was done with conventional family life, I understand that—but I don’t believe she was done with her children.

			Perhaps, though, I just can’t allow myself to believe she abandoned us. That’s what Maya says.

			Mum took a flat in Exeter to make her commute to London easier, but her heart wasn’t in it, and after six months she moved fully to London, into the Lancaster Gate flat her mother had left her. On the occasions Dad was given no alternative but to allow Mum access to us, Maya and I had to be driven to London, to the city we both feared, by a father whose attempt at jolly chatter was no match for the resentment in his heart.

			So thank God for Nicola Watkins, whom Dad met at the village pub quiz while she was on holiday in Devon. Nicola had grown up in Manchester and was then living in Wolverhampton. She and Dad got serious quite quickly, but Dad was tied to Devon, to his girls, so Nicola rented a flat in Bovey Tracey for a year or two before moving in.

			We loved her from our first visit to her flat. She had glasses of orange squash and angel cake and welcomed us as if we were old friends. Within six months, Dad stopped paying Jilly-from-down-the-road who’d been picking us up from school, and Nicola started meeting us at the gate instead.

			She changed Dad. Slowly but perceptibly, he came back to himself. After years of resentment and disappointment in his relationship with our mother, he softened. He started calling Mum by her name rather than “your mother,” and he paid for us to go and see her on the train whenever we asked. He returned to his beloved civil service, and by the time I graduated from medical school it was possible for them to be there at the ceremony together.

			None of that could have happened without Nicola.

			But now Dad is slowly fading, miles from the cut and thrust of his life in government affairs, and we have long since passed the limits of our capacity to care for him. I know what’s happening to him neurologically, systemically, but it is near impossible to match that knowledge with my father—the living, breathing body that houses so many glimmers of Dad, yet often seems not to contain him at all.

			Yesterday, Nicola texted me a photo of him reading a paper—or, at least, looking at it, while a finger of winter sun rested on his shoulder from the window. For a few blissful hours, I basked in the warmth of that illusion; allowed myself to believe he was really reading the words on the page. Then at 6 p.m. Robin had had to leave the dinner table and drive to Dad’s because Dad had slid off his chair and Nicola couldn’t get him up.

			I end the call, thanking Maya for her stern warnings about Stockholm. I write to Yanika’s secretary to cancel our lunch and then go about canceling the flights and insurance. I email Robin, telling him I won’t need that posh hotel room after all.

			It is terrifying to me that had it not been for this conversation with my sister, I could have gone off to the conference and found myself in a lecture theater with Johan. Just turned around and seen him sitting two rows back, taking notes.

			

			—

			It’s the next day, evening time, and I’m on the sofa watching telly with the kids. The usual fight over who chooses the program tonight was ended when I finally found a parcel from my mother that a courier had left in a “safe place.” (The safe place turned out, after a long hunt, to be the wheelie bin.) Mum only makes it down here once in a blue moon and she never invites us to stay in London, but she does send Raffy and Maeve sporadic parcels of Malaysian treats, which they love. Tonight it’s a NIM’s Crispy Choco Tub each, which they would choose over a one-million-pound check any day.

			They’re both now watching something awful called Unicorn Power. Maeve is bouncing on the trampette that was recommended to us because of her “constant need to be in motion” and Raffy has made himself a cocoon of cushions, out of which poke his feet, resting in my lap.

			Robin’s next to me, working on his laptop, but from time to time he says, “Give me that foot. I want that foot,” which makes Raffy shoot his feet back into the cocoon, giggling delightedly.

			While this game takes place across me, I’m messaging with Nicola about Dad and flicking through my emails, which breaks the rule I set about not being on phones in front of our children. An email has just arrived from Yanika.

			My secretary tells me you’ve canceled our meeting, she’s written. What’s up? I do need to see you if this placement is going ahead, Carrie. I can give it to any number of trainee surgeons but I’d like it to be you. All our cases are traumas, which was always your strength.

			If I do want to go ahead with the clinical attachment, she’s proposed meeting at a Lebanese restaurant near her hospital and the training institute. I look it up on a map. It’s two large blocks away, which is quite a long way for a surgeon to be straying. She really must be important. No bleepers for her anymore.

			Then: a sharp blow to my head, from behind.

			I yell out in pain and shock, cradling my head.

			Maeve sniggers, as if this is funny, and jumps back onto her trampette. She seems to have used it as a springboard to fire herself directly at me.

			“Maeve! That really hurt! What are you doing?”

			“Oh,” she says, “I was trying to do a roundoff.”

			Unbelievably, she does the same thing again, only this time she’s successful—both feet, rather than just one, land directly on me. “Ow! That’s my hair! STOP IT!”

			Maeve climbs over me, again pulling my hair with her foot, and jumps into Raffy’s pile of cushions, squashing his willy. Raffy screams and bursts into tears, and I yell at Maeve to “Just STOP!”

			Robin’s shouting now too, even though we made a pact not to shout at our kids, and Maeve, whose tolerance for being told off is poor after a lifetime of Maeve, stop that!, begins to turn. She’s a highly explosive device once that defensiveness is triggered.

			“Just going to do some bouncing,” she says airily, pinging up and down around Raffy’s cushions, but her lovely little face has gone red now.

			Raffy, crying, tries to escape but she’s bouncing all around him, so he starts screaming. Robin gets up and moves Maeve from Raffy’s space, but he manages to dump her on the coffee table, which knocks my cooling tea over.

			It spills in all directions, dripping down onto the rug Robin told me I shouldn’t buy. The kids will ruin it. Wait a couple more years before you buy nice things like that. I run out to the kitchen to get a tea towel but they’re all wet because Maeve tried to fill her own cup with milk at dinner time and poured half a liter of it all over the floor. In her shame she went through every single tea towel we own to prove that she was more than capable of clearing up her own mess.

			Instead, I get a dirty school jumper out of the laundry basket by the kitchen door and race back to the sitting room. Raffy and Maeve are yelling at each other, and Robin is making everything ten times worse by shouting at them himself.

			I move Raffy out of the way so I can try to soak up as much tea as possible, but I move him clumsily and he ends up knocking the empty tea cup sideways and onto the flagstone floor on the other side of the rug, where it shatters.

			Raffy goes around to look at the broken teacup, with the fascination all children have for sharp and dangerous things, and I yell at him to stop. Maeve is still yelling, as am I, and Robin is suddenly fucking nowhere to be seen, and my rug is clearly stained, and it’s too big to put in the washing machine, and that’s money literally down the drain, and Raffy manages to step on a piece of broken cup even though I told him to stay away, and he starts crying again. I am nearly crying, too, as I pull the shard of cup out of my child’s foot and try to blot tea and blood from my rug while holding his foot with a paper towel, because this is not a disaster at all, this is daily life. This kind of thing happens every single fucking day, and I haven’t had a break from it for years. Not one night, nothing.

			“Let me sort this out,” Robin says. He’s just arrived back with the mop and bucket, which makes me even more angry because a mop and bucket is of no use whatsoever for a stained rug and a child with a bleeding foot.

			“Can you take them to bed,” I ask. “I’m…I just can’t.”

			To his credit, he takes them away without a word, even though I’m sure he’d much rather do whatever it is he was planning to do with the mop and bucket.

			I clear up as best I can, which takes a while, then go up to the kids’ room. Robin is reading to them. I give everyone a kiss, manage to say nothing when Raffy tells me it’s my fault he’s got a cut foot, and come back downstairs to load the dishwasher. But then I detour to the sitting room, because I really need a rest first. I take off my shoes and climb onto the sofa, only to impale my heel on a giant shard of teacup that one of the kids must have picked up and left there.

			Blood runs quickly from the wound, too quickly for the remaining clean corner of Maeve’s dirty school jumper, and I bleed all over the hallway rug as I limp out to the downstairs loo for the first aid kit.

			But of course the first aid kit is missing, because Maeve has probably found it and taken it off somewhere to disembowel, and I end up having to secure a sanitary towel to my sole with parcel tape that will rip all the hairs from my foot when I have to remove it.

			I go to the fridge for wine, but Robin must have finished it at dinner, so—unusually for me, but with great speed and ferocity—I end up eating most of a box of cheap chocolates left by our most recent Pig Shed guests.

			Sick and bloated, my stomach unused to being full, I sit at the kitchen table and check the emails from Roof to see if there’s a delegate list for the conference. There is, of course, because the organizers are organized. Why didn’t I think of this before? I read the entire delegate list and then enter Johan’s name as a search term, but he’s not on it. Registration closed two weeks ago. He’s not coming.

			Within minutes, I’m rebooking my flights, insurance, the same hotel Robin booked for me before. I even go as far as booking parking at Heathrow. And then I sit, quietly, eyes shut. Just breathing in and out.

			I’m going to Stockholm.

			I find my mother disappointing on many levels, but I’ve never felt the rage Maya’s still working through about Mum prioritizing her career over her children. To me, our mother is courageous, a testament to the human capacity to force change. She loved her children but she needed, on a very foundational level, to do other things, too.

			And I’ve come to understand that need very well in recent months. I need to go on this trip.

			I reconfirm with Yanika’s secretary and write a quick note to Yanika saying I’m very much on for the placement, I just had a logistical issue that I’ve now ironed out.

			I’m going to Sweden. To hell with Johan.
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				Six.

				London, January 2010

			
			I met Johan on an iron-cold day in January, the city around me braced under an empty sky. Back then, young and resilient, I used to leave forty minutes early so I could walk to the hospital from London Bridge. I remember a short, blazing sunrise as I crossed the Thames, orange ripening to pink in minutes, then thin blue. But by the time I reached the Tower of London grayness had already sunk, plague-like, and the sky remained vacant and freezing for the rest of the day.

			I knew nothing of him that morning. Aged twenty-six and nearing the end of my core training, I’d taken my second MRCS exam a few days before and my thoughts were still consumed by my performance: whether or not I’d said too little at the anatomy station, whether I’d said too much at critical care. I would not be called for a registrar interview unless I’d passed.

			Of course you’ll pass! Yanika had texted the previous night. Don’t be ridiculous. You’re worrying because you’re not a white middle-class man. I’ve been there, Carrie, and I can only say, to hell with all that old thinking. Enough!

			Maybe she had a point. Compared to Maya, who looks a lot more like our half-Malaysian mother, I take after our British father. But I’d still had unwelcome comments growing up in rural Devon, and even now I’d have older patients ask things like, So where are you from? It happened only occasionally, but it was enough for me to feel like I was on the back foot.

			The cold wind flamed my face as I marched on. Yanika was right: enough. I’d graduated from medical school with a distinction, had already presented at a national conference, and had been awarded the Foundational Trainee of the Year before getting my first choice core training post. I would of course get a registrar number, and if I didn’t rank highly enough to choose the London Deanery there were many other excellent hospitals to choose from around the country. There was even the possibility of a year abroad. The world was my oyster.

			

			—

			Four hours into my on-call shift, somewhere in Limehouse, an elderly Turkish woman named Deniz was hit by a motorcycle traveling beyond the speed limit, and a young man called Johan witnessed the entire thing. He tried to look away, he later told me, when Deniz’s tiny body was thrown grotesquely high into the air before crashing down on the freezing tarmac, but he couldn’t—he was already running toward her.

			I remember everything that happened.

			Deniz was still conscious when the paramedics brought her in, but the primary exam was so bleak the A&E consultant had put her into an induced coma almost straight away. She had rib and neck of femur fractures, bruising to the spleen, and a massive haemothorax. She needed a chest drain urgently.

			I asked if I could do the chest drain, of course, but the A&E registrar needed the procedure for his own log book. As I prepped Deniz for the CT afterward, I could see that her chest drain only had around two hundred fifty milliliters of blood in it, even though there must have been at least a liter in her chest. I queried this with the A&E consultant.

			“I think it’s good enough,” the consultant told me, peering at her registrar’s work. “We need to get her down to scan now, anyway.”

			I let it go. I was a core trainee; this woman was not interested in my opinion.

			As we wheeled Deniz’s trolley down toward the lifts, a police officer came through from A&E. “Lose the police officer” was a common pastime in Emergency Medicine, and I purposefully kept my eyes down. But—and I would later put this down to my Johan sixth sense—I found myself turning back to look at the policeman as we passed. Seconds later, my eyes were drawn to the man he was talking to.

			And for a few more minutes Johan was still just a man in a corridor. A tall young man, deep in conversation with the policeman. He was wearing work trousers, the sort tradesmen wear, full of pockets and covered in paint. A rucksack with a bike helmet clipped to the side. His eyes, striking even from a distance, swerved away from the police officer mid-conversation and momentarily met mine.

			I registered a fleeting shock, although that wasn’t so unusual in trauma. Most of us operated in a heightened state.

			Johan’s eyes held mine as he talked, following me. I turned away to call the lift and check Deniz’s monitor, but then I looked back again. Oddly, for me, I couldn’t help myself. He was still talking, still watching me quite openly. Somewhere inside me, a warning signal. For a moment we looked directly at each other. Then the lift doors opened and I was off.

			

			—

			It was a bad day in the department. As we came back from scan most of the team was diverted to a code red being helicoptered in from Essex, leaving me on my own to do Deniz’s secondary exam.

			I began immediately, starting with the chest drain I’d been worried about. It had slipped, I was right, and the drain wasn’t swinging with Deniz’s breath. I ran across to Resus 2 to ask for help but the code red was just arriving and there was not one person I could have peeled away.

			I ran back across to Deniz, whose oxygen sats were now dangerously low. I yelled for anyone else in Emergency Medicine—anyone at all—but nobody came.

			At that moment the police officer from the corridor walked into the room, as if it were no more than a ward cubicle, and with him the man in the work trousers with those eyes.

			“I’m sorry to trouble, you, Nurse, but I need to ascertain—”

			“I’m one of the surgical doctors,” I interrupted. Yanika had taught me to shut that kind of thing down immediately. Nothing will change if you don’t, she’d said, just like my mother would have done, and they were right. “Please leave. My patient needs urgent help.”

			He bristled. Police officers don’t like being given orders. “I understand that, Doctor”—a mild note of disdain—“but the thing is, this man, who was an eyewitness at the scene, has the patient’s belongings with him, and before we can release them to her we need to confirm her identity.”

			The beautiful man shook his head, apologizing silently. He made to leave, but the officer put up a hand to stop him. “Also, we need to know what sort of injuries the victim has sustained, because we believe we’ve now found and apprehended the hit-and-run driver, so…”

			The monitor alarm escalated.

			“Out!” I shouted, as the world around me narrowed. Deniz’s lung had completely collapsed, putting pressure on her heart. She was close to cardiac arrest. It was too late to open a new chest drain kit, and besides, I had nobody to help me. So I reached for a scalpel and cut the chest drain stitch, pulled out the drain, and then put my finger in through the hole.

			Closing my eyes, praying, I swept my finger around the inside of the chest cavity.

			The room disappeared. Just me, the patient, and a growing tide of primal anger. Yet again, I was alone and nobody was coming to help. Lost in a crowd, the people who should be there to back me up nowhere to be seen. All of them too busy. Too fucking busy.

			Blood gushed from Deniz’s chest and her rhythm began to normalize on the monitor. I yelled again for help. The A&E reg and a trauma nurse ran in, pulling on new gloves. “What’s happening?” the registrar asked, bewildered.

			“The patient tensioned. I had to do a finger thoracostomy.”

			“Why?”

			“The drain wasn’t draining. It had slipped and kinked.”

			He started work on her. “I think that was a little premature—” he began.

			“She’s stable because I had to stick my finger into her chest,” I interrupted. “Your stitches weren’t tight enough.”

			There was a weighted silence. I realized my fists were balled, as if I was preparing to punch the man. He was a decent enough guy, this one. Chris. I’d done one of my F2 rotations under him down in Epsom.

			He looked around at me for a fleeting second, and I held eye contact. Another thing Yanika had taught me. “You did the right thing,” he said after a beat. “Good work.”

			He wasn’t happy, but he was a good enough physician to climb down. Plenty weren’t.

			“I’ve got it from here,” he said, turning back to Deniz. “Can you show the police officer out and get Joel and Faisel in here.”

			I wheeled around. The officer, unbelievably, was still there, by the door.

			“What?” There was no forethought, no consciousness. It just burst out of me. “I told you to leave. Why the hell are you still here?”

			The policeman stared at me, shocked at first, then angry.

			“Get out!” I shouted. I couldn’t stop myself. “Get out! Now!”

			“Carrie!” Chris hissed. “Stop.”

			“I’ll be reporting this behavior,” the police officer said, moving toward the door. “To your superiors.”

			“And so will I, to yours,” I said. I felt dangerously good.

			“Plenty of eyewitnesses, too,” the policeman noted, leaving.

			That’s when Johan became more than just a good-looking man on the sidelines. He was standing just outside the door as I took off my apron and gloves.

			“We had no business being here,” he told the policeman. “The doctor clearly asked you to leave, twice, and you ignored her.”

			The officer shook his head, red-faced, smiling condescendingly as he walked away from all of us.

			Chris called to me from Deniz’s bedside. “Carrie. What’s got into you?”

			“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. My hands were shaking.

			“She had every right to be angry,” Johan said. “The policeman was being an asshole. She shouted for help and nobody came, this woman seemed to be dying, and she saved her life, all on her own. I think anyone would need a moment after that.”

			Chris nodded briefly, gave me another searching look, and then got back to work.

			I looked straight at Johan. An artwork of a man will always be either vacant or untrustworthy, Mum had told me. Never be so stupid as to be seduced by someone like that.

			I called in Joel and Faisel from Resus 2 and then went down the corridor, followed by Johan, to find the police officer. He was scribbling angrily in his notebook.

			“Follow me, please,” I said, directing him out of resus. This time he shifted without comment. Sweat was beading between his eyebrows and for a moment I felt sorry for him. A manual chest clearance is a brutal procedure to witness, especially when followed by a verbal ambush.

			Once through the doors he stalked off, arms held slightly out from his sides to display the batons on his belt.

			“Are you OK?”

			I turned to see that the beautiful man hadn’t left. There was a slight smile on his face. “You were quite something in there,” he added.

			“I’m fine. Thank you. And apologies. I’m not sure what I…”

			He shrugged, as if it were nothing that I’d just yelled at a police officer while blood dripped from my hands. “The guy was an asshole. And you were under a lot of stress.”

			“We’re trained for that, though. I don’t know what happened.”

			He watched me until I looked away, bringing myself back to the present moment, to reality. I was at work in a busy trauma center. It was January; darkness had already fallen outside. There would be snow tonight, they’d said. I would need to get up even earlier tomorrow and I had several hours’ study tonight. And now the possibility of a disciplinary.

			I had never been in trouble in my life. Aged twenty-six and not one black mark.

			“Do you think she’ll be OK? I keep thinking about the sound she made when the bike hit her. The guy must have been doing at least fifty. It was a twenty limit.”

			He had a slight accent, I realized now—something European. Maybe Dutch? Weren’t they tall and almost universally good-looking? His eyes were polar blue, startlingly pale and bright, but his skin was deeply tanned, as if he worked outside all year. He looked incongruously healthy, and I didn’t see a great many healthy bodies in my line of work. There was a gentle smear of white paint on the back of his wrist. My eyes kept returning to it, as if to find an anchor in the depths I’d nearly drowned in a few minutes ago.

			What had been going on back there?

			I think you’re carrying a lot of repressed rage, my sister liked to say. Don’t forget, Carrie, we had the same childhood. It’s got to come out someday.

			I resolved not to mention this outburst to her. It was just a release of pressure after weeks of exam revision and on-call shifts. Nothing more sinister.

			“Deniz has suffered very serious injuries,” I said. “Beyond that, I can’t really say anything, I’m afraid. The police officer said you were a random witness, is that right? You’re not related to her?”

			He shook his head, which meant there really wasn’t a thing I could say to him. She’s in good hands, I could have offered, but I didn’t. He didn’t seem like someone who would appreciate platitudes.

			I asked him a few questions about the collision, about how Deniz had been thrown several feet into the air before landing on the cold road. He flinched as he described it.

			“There were the remains of a hamburger squashed into the tarmac a few inches from her face,” he said. He seemed angry about this. “She deserved better. She was just doing her shopping.”

			Then he said something no punter had ever said to me.

			“You must be so tired.” His voice had dropped. “We’ve been here for hours and I haven’t seen you stop. All this life and death must leave you like a gutted fish.”

			I looked at him, surprised. That was exactly how it felt.

			“I’m OK,” I said after a moment. Tiredness was something that my mother, and then my job, had trained me to override. “But I like the imagery.”

			“Have you sat down today, rested?” His eyes traveled down to my ID badge. I watched him read my name and then look at my photo.

			“I haven’t, no. There’s not much of that in this job. Especially when I’m on call.”

			“You can’t sneak off to a cupboard for a lie-down?”

			“I mean, I could. But then my bleeper would go off just as I was getting comfy among the mops and Hibiscrub refills.”

			He thought about this. “I could hover nearby with your bleeper. Guard the cupboard and then knock if the bleeper went off.”

			“It certainly sounds relaxing. The cleaning cupboard floor, a stranger outside the door. I’m sure I’d drift off in no time.”

			He smiled. “I’ll vouch for you if that officer does complain,” he said. “You were very impressive back there. Are you still quite junior?”

			I nodded.

			“I only ask because of the way people spoke to you. You looked like you’d actually been doing this sort of thing for decades.” He laughed suddenly. “Until you lost it. That really was good.”

			I smiled. “I’m mortified. Look, I’d better get going.”

			I didn’t want to go.

			“She looked so small,” he said, ignoring me. This was to become another feature of our relationship: me erecting barriers that Johan politely walked around. Occasionally it would irritate me, but most of the time I’d end up laughing at myself. Nobody had taught me to do that until Johan.

			He studied a crack in the ceiling tiles that had been poorly filled with something yellow. When he spoke, his voice had changed. “She thought I was her son.”

			I leaned in to hear him better, but that was a mistake. He smelled far too good.

			“She saw me again and said, Hello, darling, I missed you, please don’t leave your mama again. I’m scared.”

			I saw a lot of emotion in my job. More than I could handle, a lot of the time; the shouting and tears in A&E did not sit well with my preference for controlled conditions. But this man’s grief for the woman in resus, fighting for her life, really touched me.

			My bleeper went off and we both glanced down at it.

			“Deniz?” he asked.

			“I can’t say.” But it would be Deniz, and he could tell by my face; right from the start, he was able to read me. Deniz was being moved to ICU shortly. They probably wanted me back to do the transfer.

			“Take good care.” It was the most I felt I could say.

			“You take good care, too,” he said, smiling. He stood tall, looking down at me, and those eyes seemed to be saying things they had no business saying.

			I turned to head back into the ED, but he called me back.

			He got a pen and a small notebook out of his bag. It was a very organized bag. Blue canvas. Even his hands looked tanned, in spite of it being January. I kept noticing that feather of white paint on his wrist.

			“I hope Deniz does have a family,” he said, writing in the notebook and tearing out the sheet. “But if she doesn’t, and if she asks for me, I want to be there for her. Is that OK? Can you ask the hospital to call me?”

			“Of course.” I took the paper. “She’s very unlikely to remember anything about today, but you never know.”

			I folded the piece of paper—his number and his name, Johan, in neat handwriting—and involuntarily ran my thumb over the fold. He saw me do it.

			I nodded toward the phone he held, its screen badly splintered. “Is that thing going to ring if we call it?”

			He laughed. “No guarantees.” He tossed it from one hand to the other. Watching me. Then he turned to go, and I got another whiff of him: loamy earth, laundry, warm skin. I found myself inhaling. It was for the best that he was leaving.

			As I came back to A&E I found Dell at the door, her eyes fixed on me. Dell was doing vascular at the moment; she too was on call today.

			Her left eyebrow had risen above the rim of her glasses. “Oh, right,” she said.

			“What?”

			“Oh, right, Carrie!”

			“What are you—”

			“Carrie.” She cut across me. “Don’t even. I saw the whole thing.”

			I glanced around just in time to see Johan reach the exit, where he stopped and turned as well, seeking me out. He smiled at me for a moment longer than he needed to, then headed off.

			“Help,” I said, turning back to my friend.

			Dell whistled. “Carrie! Christ, the state of you…” She was laughing.

			Then I started laughing, too; I couldn’t stop myself. We laughed so much, we had to hide in resus. Nobody likes to see doctors laughing in A&E.

			

			—

			“That sounds sexy as all hell,” Maya said when I told her.

			I’d been on the way home from dinner with Dad when she’d called to say she had decided to resign from her city lawyer job and retrain as a therapist. But after ten minutes on the subject she’d become so anxious about the decision that she demanded a subject change and started firing questions at me about my love life.

			“The usual,” I’d said. “Although…”

			“Although what?”

			“Nothing. Just an unreasonably hot man who came into work today. There is no story to tell.”

			I blushed, because I’d never used the word hot to describe a man before, and because I had been thinking about him from the moment he’d left A&E this afternoon, in spite of having spent the evening with my father in a charming old restaurant near Aldwych.

			Just as Dell had sensed it in my body earlier, my sister sensed it in my voice. She wouldn’t let it go, because she never does, and before long she’d got the entire thing out of me, even the rage attack at the policeman.

			“Sexy as all hell,” I sighed. “You’re right. And the thing is, Maya, I don’t find men sexy. I find them disappointing, for the most part. But this…I don’t just want to see him again, I need to see him again. Which is a problem, because I can’t.”

			There was a delighted silence on the other end of the phone.

			“He was attracted to me, too. I know he was.”

			“I imagine saving that woman’s life on your own was quite a factor,” Maya said. I could hear the grin. “Not to mention telling the registrar he’d done a bad job and then throwing a policeman out. And also, Carrie, you look unspeakably attractive in your scrubs and white coat. I think probably most men fancy Doctor Carrie.”

			“They absolutely do not. Anyway, I didn’t just throw the policeman out. I went mad at him. Full-red mist.”

			“Oh, Carrie. Are you OK?”

			“I’m just tired. Exams were only a few days ago. It’s been intense. And just to clear this up, Maya, my colleagues do not fancy me. Most of them just see me as a high-achieving nerd.”

			Maya, who really was in no position to give me advice about love or sex, didn’t argue. From the age of sixteen her love life had been very busy indeed, but nobody had ever stuck. Until six months ago, when she’d gone on a Lake District weekend retreat for burned-out lawyers and fallen for Eagle, the vegan chef. Every morning Maya had gone down to the kitchen to beg for some food before the first yoga class of the day, which went on for two hours before breakfast was served. On the third morning Eagle had fed an almond-butter-filled medjool date straight into her mouth, she had bitten his finger, and before she knew it they were having sex on the wall of an eleventh-century well as dawn broke. They’d been having a very intense relationship ever since.

			“We need to talk about this Johan. Is there really no hope of you seeing him again? I’d give a month’s salary to help you find that man’s phone number, Carrie. If I had a salary. Oh my God! What am I doing?”

			“You’re investing in your mental and physical health,” I reminded her.

			Even though it had been a long time coming, I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about Maya stepping away from her high-powered job in favor of a life of self-care. Somehow, it didn’t quite seem like the right fit.

			“I trust the universe,” she said. “You’ll see him again. And Carrie, seriously—if he comes in to visit the old lady then you bloody well get his number, OK?”

			The only part I hadn’t shared with her was the fact that Johan had quite literally handed me his number. And I had already memorized it.
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			Seven.

			When my parents fought, which was often, Maya used to run out into the garden and bounce on the trampoline, a focused dot of energy pinging up and down under the toppling shadow of Bonehill Rocks. I used to go and read in my bed, covers over my head. Dad had given me a reading torch for my sixth birthday, after my teacher told him I was an uncommonly advanced reader for my age.

			One of the books I loved most was a biography of a man who’d worked for Médecins Sans Frontières. He’d performed operations in all sorts of dangerous places, but my teacher said the content was too graphic for a child my age. Mum wrote the teacher an unnecessarily aggressive (in Dad’s opinion) letter to say that she wasn’t willing to censor my sociocultural development, and could the teacher please refrain from commenting on my reading choices.

			By the age of eight, I was certain that it was my destiny to be a flying doctor. Mum loved going off and saving people who needed help; it made her much happier than being stuck at home. I would be like Mum, only I’d be happy all of the time, not just some of the time.

			A few years later, after my parents had split up and Mum had moved to London, Maya had to have an emergency appendicectomy.

			“How did it feel to save my sister’s life?” I asked the surgeon, when he came to brief us after the op. I was sitting between my parents, who hadn’t been in the same room in months. Dad was seething that Mum hadn’t arrived until near the end of Maya’s operation.

			“I don’t have the right words to answer that,” the surgeon said. He sat down next to me. I remember the vinyl seats squelching under my hot legs as I shifted over. His name was Mr. Yo, which I liked. “All I can say is that there’s no feeling quite like it. It’s the only job I’ve ever wanted.”

			“I understand,” I told him. “I’m going to be a surgeon, too.”

			When we were finally allowed to see Maya, I took my notebook in and recorded observations of the equipment I could see, the noises I could hear and the strange medical smell of my little sister, who mostly just grunted and was not open to my assessment of her pulse and breathing rate. It helped me ignore the terse whispered words between my parents, but really, I just wanted to understand all of it: every digital display, metal trolley, mysterious wall-mounted tech installation.

			The surgeon popped in to speak to us. He told me this was the sort of proactive behavior that would take me far on my training journey. I didn’t forget that, and eight years later I was congratulated on my unusually comprehensive application and offered a place to study medicine at St. George’s in south London.

			

			—

			I was thriving at the Royal London when I met Johan. I loved the hospital, the staff, the sheer giddiness of Whitechapel in the morning: the sunrise call to prayer tumbling down from the East London Mosque; the market already doing brisk business in durian fruit, hijabs, giant sacks of rice; hospital workers migrating across Whitechapel Road in scrub-colored droves.

			The famed Yanika Hatziz was my educational supervisor. My best friend, Dell, worked here, too. I was high on life.

			But the pressure was on, now and always. Which made it all the more absurd that I spent the three days after Deniz’s accident doing no extra study or paperwork at all. I was mostly just dreaming about Johan.

			

			—

			I was in the theater coffee room between cases, on a very rare break with Dell.

			We were updating our log books next to a giant urn full of disgusting coffee. A box of beige tea bags sat next to it. The room stank of the theater technician’s lunch, heated up in the spattered microwave in the corner.

			“I’m going to email my cousin,” Dell was saying as I got up to make tea. “He’s a paralegal at the GMC. If anyone can find out if it’s acceptable for you to have a Thing with that man, it’s him.”

			“You absolutely will not,” I told her. “I am not going after him. Even if he turned up here and asked me out, I’d have to say no.”

			“Oh lookit, will you give yourself a break for a minute? I know you love a rule, but there is no rule here.”

			“But he—”

			“He’s not the patient’s relative. Or even her friend. He’s just a random guy, and your meeting was pure coincidence. There’s no line of medical responsibility.”

			“But it wasn’t a coincidence! I was on duty!”

			“Irrelevant! Carrie, he was on fire for you. I won’t email my cousin if you don’t want me to, but I will say that you are cutting your nerdy little nose off to spite your face. He—you—the chemistry, it was raging.”

			In Dell’s Derry accent, the word raging was velvety and potent. For a moment I allowed myself to dip back into the memory of Johan’s eyes smiling at me, knowing things they couldn’t possibly know.

			I opened the disgusting fridge under the disgusting microwave. There was no milk, apart from one bottle of skimmed with a Post-it saying “UMAR’S MILK PLEASE DO NOT HELP YOURSELF.”

			“Umar won’t mind,” Dell said breezily. “I’ll run and get him some more in a bit.”

			“But he’s left a note stating that he very definitely does mind,” I said.

			Dell started laughing. “Listen, Mrs. Rulebook. That man of yours. You can lose him forever worrying about rules that don’t even apply to this situation, or you can just send him a text and see what happens. What’s it going to be?”

			I looked at Dell, at her little pixieish face, those trendy thick glasses she always wore, the short red hair that always made her look more like a thespian than a trainee surgeon. I looked at my friend and willed myself to be More Dell, or More Maya—to take a risk and just follow my heart. But how? I was nothing like either of these women. I would never do something that could compromise my job.

			“Take the risk,” she urged. “I don’t know how many chances we get in life, but Carrie, there won’t be many.”

			

			—

			He appeared again the next day.

			I’d been on ward rounds but had taken fifteen minutes outside to get some fresh air before heading back into the stale oven of the post-op ward.

			And there he was. Sitting on a concrete plinth to the side of the main hospital building because there weren’t any benches, drinking a coffee in the lemon light of a winter morning. He had a book in his hands, something in a foreign language. He was wearing an orange beanie hat and a thick lumberjack coat. He was divine.

			“Doctor Carrie,” he said easily, as if he’d bumped into an old friend, and I found myself smiling in a way I never did at work. When I stopped smiling I just looked at him, uncertain as to what to do or say.

			“Swedish fairy tales,” he said, holding up the book. The sun caught the cover for a second, dazzling me. Behind him, steam rose from a grille in the wall. “My mother used to read them when I was ill. I kept thinking about Deniz and wondering if anyone was visiting her.”

			He was Swedish, then. Johan. It should probably have been obvious.

			He looked right at me with those eyes. A neonatal ambulance swung in behind him, a sight that normally filled me with apprehension, but—shamefully—I barely noticed.

			“Turns out she hasn’t had any visitors at all. She had one of the nurses phone me yesterday.”

			“So nice that she had your number. And now she’s got a visitor. You’re very kind!” I cursed myself for sounding so formal, so bloody doctorish. But he didn’t seem to notice. He merely moved over on the plinth so I could sit next to him, which I did. It felt too good to be true that he was here again, that I hadn’t had to break any rules to see him.

			“I’m sure you guys are doing a great job doctoring Deniz,” he said. “But it’s the other things. Human things, Doctor Carrie. Holding hands, cold flannels for fevers, stories.”

			“Your English is impeccable,” I said vaguely. Nobody had ever used my name in that way but I liked it. It felt lustrous and intimate. “Did you grow up bilingual?”

			“I did. My dad’s Swedish but he grew up in Canada.” Perhaps sensing that I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, he handed me the book. It was beautiful, a fairy tale in itself.

			“Nere vid älven,” I read. “…Never Been Alive?”

			“I mean, no.”

			“Nearly Bit Alvin?”

			“Still no.”

			“Night of—”

			“Stop! It means ‘Down by the River.’ You must never pursue a career as an author.”

			“At school I wrote a story about a girl who opened up her own head so she could read her brain in a mirror.”

			“Good God,” Johan said. “What did her brain say?”

			“It said, you have a tumor in your bowel, you need to go and see the doctor.”

			“Seriously?”

			I was laughing now. “I’m afraid so.”

			“And you were what age?”

			“Ten. I’d been teaching myself medicine for a while by then.”

			Johan let out a cloud of breath. “Did they call your parents?”

			“Yes.”

			“And what did they say?”

			“Mum found it funny. Dad tried to convince himself I was just a keen medic in waiting, although I think he was worried. But he got busy throwing Mum out of the house and divorcing her soon after. I think he forgot.”

			“Oh. That’s not so funny.”

			“It wasn’t.”

			“So your Dad brought you up on his own?”

			“From the age of ten, yes.”

			He nodded thoughtfully but didn’t push me further. “My name is Johan,” he said after a pause.

			“I know. I’m Carrie.”

			He laughed. He seemed to be someone who did a lot of laughing. “I know. Doctor Carrie Cole.” He leaned over and picked up my lanyard, smiling. My ID facial expressions, Maya always said, were only just the right side of frightening.

			“Severe,” Johan said, carefully replacing it without touching me.

			“Very severe. As you saw with that poor policeman.”

			“Oh, he was an asshole. But I don’t think that was normal Doctor Carrie I was watching then. It felt like the supermax version.”

			“I…I hope so.”

			“She was great! If I was dying and everyone had abandoned me, I’d want that version of Doctor Carrie striding in with her defibrillator, or whatever you’re using in an emergency. Either way, I’d want you.”

			In spite of what Maya believed, I had actually had a proper boyfriend at med school. It had even progressed far enough for him to introduce me to his parents, but I’d ended it soon after. He wanted to be a neurologist. They’re full of abstract ideas and theories, neurologists. Surgeons, on the other hand, are precision craftspeople, trained very specifically to go in and fix things. We would never have worked out.

			By and large, my solitary existence worked for me. I was surrounded by people all day; the few hours I had away from work were dedicated solely to study and sleep. Which meant I was entirely unused to this. To sexual energy, body language, conversations I would forensically examine later on.

			His leg was close to mine. No work trousers today, no painty skin. Nice blue jeans and that clean smell.

			“Are you on your way in or out?” I asked.

			“In,” he said. I felt embarrassingly relieved that he wasn’t about to walk away for the second time.

			“Did you not have to work?”

			“I’m translating a condom information leaflet,” he shrugged. “It’s not life and death.” He got some crisps out of his rucksack and offered me the bag. I took one, even though this was something I’d never normally do. I heard myself admitting this to him, and he laughed again. “You can give the crisp back if it’s going to stress you out.”

			“No, I can handle this.” Salt and vinegar. That felt right for him.

			“OK then, Doctor Carrie. Another?”

			I took it. A porter walked past, wheeling a tiny old man who was swearing vehemently at nobody. After they’d passed, Johan stretched out his legs and I asked why he was translating condom leaflets. He said it was an occasional job he had for a Swedish personal care company. He also did painting and decorating and taught scuba diving at a pool in Soho—“And a few other things, too.” All to support his sporadic and badly paid main job as an underwater archaeologist.

			“As a what?!”

			“A marine archaeologist. I dig old things up, like any archaeologist, but I do it under the sea.”

			“What a job!”

			He took some more crisps. “Ha. Well, yes. And also no. I spend quite a lot of time hoovering the sea floor, in truth. I mean, obviously there are exciting moments, but a lot of it is scraping mud in poor visibility, in the very short window you have before you have to go back up to the surface to depressurize and let someone else take over. And then you have to wait several hours until you can go back down there to spend another two hours scraping around in the cold. In spite of all of this, I love it.”

			“Oh. In my mind’s eye you were diving off the east coast of Mexico, uncovering submerged Spanish gold. And when you were on land you were sitting in a rattan chair under a tree, wearing a crisp white shirt, being interviewed by journalists from all over the world about your finds. You were possibly being considered for an award,” I added.

			“Wow. How was my salary?”

			“Enormous.”

			He nodded slowly. “My last job was off the coast near Bournemouth. We lifted two gravestones from the seabed. The water was eight degrees and I was paid two hundred pounds for the day.”

			“Eight degrees?”

			He chuckled. “I’m Swedish. I know a thing or two about cold. Although I won’t pretend it isn’t nicer to dive in warmer water. I trained in Thailand.”

			“To do your job?”

			“No, just to dive. But I had an archaeology degree and—well, it’s a long story, but it all sort of came together. Except it also didn’t. There’s only a few people who can do this as their main source of income, and I am not yet one of them. But I will be.”

			“Of course.”

			He turned and smiled right at me. “But until it can pay the bills, I’ve got plenty of other ways of making money. Please, tell me more about you. Have you ever dived? Do you know Mexico well? What kind of doctor are you?”

			“I’m training to be a surgeon,” I said, taking another crisp. I’d been doing this two years now, but I still loved how that sounded. “And I haven’t ever dived because I’d freak out, and, no, I’ve never been to Mexico, sadly.”

			“What kind of surgeon?”

			“Well, I’m still at the beginning, really. I’m twenty-six. But I already know I want to do this bit.” I pointed at my upper abdomen. “I’m on colorectal at the moment, but I start a rotation in upper GI—gastrointestinal—in a couple of weeks. That’s what I plan to specialize in. Maybe oesophago-gastric cancer. It’s early days, though.”

			“Twenty-six isn’t too early to know what you want, Doctor Carrie. Although aren’t surgeons called Mr. or Mrs. in the UK?”

			“A relic from history that we now cling to as a badge of honor. It’s ridiculous, really. I’m Dr. Cole for now, but if I’ve passed my MRCS exams then yes, you may call me Miss Cole, if you wish.”

			Johan considered this. “I’ll stick with Carrie Cole,” he said after a moment. “It’s stronger. Anyway, tell me about your training, before you have to head back in.”

			So I did. Ambulances wailed in and out; taxis dropped off patients, relatives, staff; medical couriers delivered bloods and specimens; and I told this stranger about the past eight years of my life and my plans for the next six, until I got my CCT. He listened, fascinated, throughout the whole thing. And then, because I couldn’t stop, I found myself telling him about my idea to delay my registrar training for a year, either to take a VSO role in Indonesia or a trauma fellowship in Johannesburg. About how I was beginning to lean in favor of Johannesburg.

			“But…” he said.

			“But what?”

			“There’s a big but in there.”

			“Oh. Well, maybe…”

			He smiled.

			“I’m just a bit torn. I…I want the Johannesburg job because I’d probably get to the kind of trauma work that only seldom comes up in London. Gunshots, for example. It’d be an incredible learning experience…” I broke off. “I’m sorry. Can I make clear that I don’t actually want anyone to get shot?”

			“Noted.”

			“But the one in Indonesia…I’d be helping people who usually have no access to surgery, or even medicine. People living in rural communities hundreds of miles from hospitals. And that’s surely got to be more important than my own career development.”

			Johan listened without comment.

			“My mum’s a medical activist, so I’ve been hearing half my life about medical impoverishment in places like Indonesia, and I’ve always felt helpless, listening to her…But now here’s an opportunity to do something about it. The daily death rate for treatable problems like appendicitis, for example, which is an operation I can actually do, is terrible. I could really help.”

			He nodded, crumpling up the crisp packet.

			“And I’m not just trying to please my mother. It’s important to me, too. So I’m genuinely torn.” I breathed out, suddenly, laughing. “And this is textbook me. Getting worked up choosing between two jobs I haven’t even applied for, let alone been offered.”

			“Let it all out, Carrie Cole.” He paused. “My best friend grew up with activist parents. I have some idea what you’ll have been up against with your mum.”

			“Two? Christ. One was tiring enough.”

			“I saw him get dragged into all sorts of things he didn’t ask to be part of. And, yes, all for the greater good—that was never in doubt. But sometimes kids just want to kick balls and tell fart jokes. They don’t really care about causes.”

			He was gazing over at the Royal Mail building, a dank, utilitarian block surrounded by red vans.

			“How’s his relationship with his parents these days?”

			“He’s dead, actually,” Johan said after a pause. “Got hit by a bus in Gothenburg two weeks after he started university. His mum started sobbing in the middle of the eulogy, got down on her knees by the coffin and cried, again and again, Why? Why couldn’t we just let him be? It is interesting—bittersweet, is that the word?”

			“Yes.”

			“Bittersweet, then—for me to meet someone whose childhood was probably similar.”

			“I’m so sorry about your friend.”

			“Thank you. Me too.”

			There was a long silence. I didn’t try to fill it. I just sat next to him, thinking about all the other activist families I’d met when I was young. Had those kids really been used as pawns? Had Maya and I? Certainly, Maya and Dad thought so. I’d always felt it to be more complicated, but then another birthday would pass without Mum remembering to call me and the whole thing felt harder to defend.

			“Crisps,” Johan said. He took out another packet. “I eat a lot of them.” He opened them, offered me one, then took a handful. “That was a dark story—I’m sorry. And you having an activist parent has nothing to do with which job you should take. Johannesburg, Jakarta, Jerusalem…” He smiled. “Whoever gets you, I imagine they’ll be very lucky.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			He held my gaze. “Sure.”

			I didn’t look away. Neither did he. My body had never responded to a man in this way.

			After a moment, my bleeper went off.

			We both stood up and, without a word, Johan started walking with me toward the hospital entrance, as if we were two friends on a stroll. Above us, the sky was a bowl of cold blue, silvered sun warmed our faces, and somewhere in Whitechapel Market a loud burst of Arabic music erupted. When we looked around to see what was happening, we couldn’t discern any reason other than someone having a good time.

			I watched the steam of our breath mingle in the freezing air and had a sudden, mad impulse to kiss him. I settled instead for another crisp before he folded the packet into a rocket shape and shot it into a bin.

			At reception, I called up to be told I was needed on the ward. While I waited for the lift he showed me a video of him jumping off a large metal boat into freezing water. I found it desperately attractive but made sure to ask sensible questions about the archaeological finds.

			Johan called the lift again and leaned against the wall, smiling at me. I didn’t look away, but it was confusing. Why was he interested in me? What did I have to offer a man like him?

			“Well, Carrie Cole,” he said eventually. Then, as suddenly as he’d started smiling, he stopped. Silently he reached out a hand, his right hand, and it hovered in the air just by my neck. “You have something on your skin,” was what he said. “Just there.”

			My hand went to my neck, but I kept looking at him, and something awoke in me as we stood there in lift lobby 4C, on a Friday morning in January. Something essential, something animal happened to my body.

			All I knew was his gaze, focused on the place where my neck met my shoulder. I imagined him reaching his hand just a bit farther and touching me, removing whatever it was, and I knew that was what he was thinking about, too.

			I imagined his mouth there.

			A deep need flooded my pelvis, my legs, the nerves in my fingertips. I had to back away to stop myself moving forward to make contact with his outstretched hand.

			“Are you allowed to see me?” he asked simply. “Outside of here. Are there rules?”

			“There are rules. Yes. And I don’t think they’re in our favor.” There was no use pretending not to understand.

			Dell had emailed her cousin at the GMC even though I’d told her not to. He’d replied to say that even though “the man” was not a patient, relative, or friend, it was a bit of a gray area because he’d met “the female doctor” through the context of the hospital. Certainly “the female doctor” was not at liberty to contact him socially using a phone number he had left for the ward staff. Best to avoid, he wrote. Just like that. Best to avoid.

			“Right,” Johan said quietly. “The thing is, that doesn’t really work for me.”

			“Me neither.”

			We stood watching each other, a gap of just two feet between us. “Carrie Cole…” he said softly.

			My bleeper went off again.

			Robotically, I turned and walked away toward the stairwell. I didn’t have a plan. I just knew that I couldn’t stand there a moment longer.

			He didn’t call my name or follow me, because he knew it too.
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			Eight.

			Johan never came back.

			Deniz got through three surgeries, six weeks of physio, and an eventual discharge, but I saw nothing of him, and when I asked one of the ward nurses they said the only visitors she’d had lately had been a niece and, occasionally, an Orthodox minister.

			“Not the guy who was there at the collision?” I asked casually.

			The nurse smiled knowingly. “Sadly not! I think we were all hoping he’d come back, but he only came the once.”

			

			—

			Soon after Johan disappeared off the face of the earth, I found out I’d ranked eleventh nationally after my registrar interviews. My friends had all got training numbers too and the mood was high; there were several boozy nights out. But all I really wanted to do was find Johan and tell him, which left me feeling confused and ashamed. I barely knew the man.

			“This too shall pass,” Dad said to me, often, during that time; but I didn’t want it to pass. I didn’t want to move on.

			I had no idea why he’d been in Limehouse the day Deniz was hit by a motorcycle, but I went there, one gray Sunday in early March. I wandered around some empty streets under a steely sky, then had a panini in a deserted cafe. I walked all the way home, even though it took four hours and my feet were frozen. But I had nowhere else to be, nobody else to see.

			A solitary bird was singing as I crossed Clapham Common. There were daffodils under the trees, and for a short while the sky brightened. I tilted my face up to the diluted sun and stopped for a few moments, smelling the sodden, overused earth beneath my feet, traffic droning down toward Balham and Wandsworth.

			From nowhere, tears came. They came and they wouldn’t stop, no matter how hard I pressed my eyes. The harder I tried to stop, the harder I cried. Thick clouds rolled back over the sun and I realized I’d trodden in dog shit.

			“Why are you crying?”

			I looked down. There was a boy of maybe four, five—I’d only spent a few months in paeds during my foundation training; it was hard to tell kids’ ages—with dinosaur wellies and thick glasses. He was peering up at me, curious rather than concerned.

			“Oh. Ah—sorry.”

			“Why are you saying sorry?”

			“I don’t know.”

			He stared at me a while longer. Somewhere behind him, a middle-class man was making one of those laughing pseudo-apologies that parents make.

			“Adults don’t cry much,” the boy said. He was shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Did somebody make you feel sad?”

			“I…well…yes, actually. Although he didn’t mean to. I think my real problem is…” I trailed off. Is that I’m lonely.

			The boy stared at me again. “I need to go for a nature wee,” he told me, and with that he was off.

			

			—

			I was in Sainsbury’s, the big one near work. It was May now, and spring had finally settled itself into London; the parks full of joggers, blossom blowing in gusts, transient showers like a child’s tantrums from the sky.

			I was halfway through my final rotation in core surgical training, and tomorrow would be my twenty-seventh birthday. I was buying cake to share with the upper GI team, although I’d likely end up eating it on my own and throwing the rest in the bin. Four of the team were off with D&V; the rest of us were working at full throttle.

			I’d just chosen a checkout when I saw him, three tills down from mine.

			I stopped dead. He had a basket already on the conveyor belt and he was waiting, drumming his fingers on the chrome edge, waiting for the customer before him to finish packing her bags. He was wearing work trousers again. Work boots, a faded sweatshirt.

			I stared. The man behind me asked if I was in the queue and it took me several seconds to hear what he was saying.

			“No,” I told him. “I have to…No.”

			I started walking toward Johan and then stopped. What was I going to do? What would I say? Would he even recognize me? It had been one hundred ten days since we stood outside that lift. But before I had time to retreat, he looked up.

			He saw me straight away and he knew exactly who I was; there was no confusion. He stared at me for an unknown length of time before the skin creased around those eyes and he broke into a smile. Heeeeeeyyyyyy! he mouthed. He raised a hand.

			I waved back. He mimed for me to meet him at the end of the checkouts.

			In a dream, I paid for my items at another checkout. Then, him, in front of me.

			“Carrie Cole,” he said levelly. “Hello.”

			“Hello.” I couldn’t stop smiling.

			This moment, about which I’d fantasized endlessly, was never meant to take place in a supermarket, and I was never meant to be in my on-call scrubs. It was never meant to be the day before my birthday, which I was expecting to celebrate alone. But here we were, and it was just right.

			I’ve missed you was what I wanted to say, but I didn’t. Customers streamed past us on both sides, carrying bags, reading phones, trying to manage their children.

			And then he said, without any preamble, “I was going to come and find you. I was always going to come. I just felt I should wait a bit longer. I didn’t want to get you into trouble.”

			I said nothing.

			“I called my friend who’s something senior in the NHS. He said cases like this are a bit borderline, so I’d ideally let time pass before trying to make contact. He told me I’d be best off leaving you alone altogether, in fact, but I said no.”

			He said no.

			“So you’ve been waiting? Since then?”

			“On Thursday it will be four months from the day we met. I was going to come for you then.” He paused. “The longest four months of my life.”

			I’ve never been someone who does impulsive things, and even then I had little tolerance for risk outside the operating theater. But right away, without hesitating, I said, “Where are you going? I’m coming with you.”

			

			—

			He lived a few streets away. All these months of longing for him, and he’d been less than a mile from my hospital. The day Deniz had been hit he’d been down in Limehouse painting windows for a friend who sent jobs his way from time to time. He had no more connection with Limehouse than I did.

			He lived in a maisonette occupying the top two floors of a low red-brick block of ex–council flats. From his kitchen window you could see the trees of the city farm, a Catholic church, and row upon row of sweet little houses built in the eighties. Cherry trees beamed from the corner of each miniature street, silent except for the occasional cyclist avoiding the pollution of Whitechapel Road. It felt like a board game.

			We faced each other in his warm kitchen, nakedly wanting each other, saying nothing.

			“I don’t operate like this,” he said.

			“Me neither.”

			And then he reached out a hand and traced a finger down the side of my neck, right where he’d hovered it back in January. His face moved in and then his mouth was on my skin, just like I’d imagined. I heard myself moan.

			“I really don’t want to just…” he said, into my neck.

			“Me neither.” But neither of us stopped.

			He slid his hands into my hair and kissed me hard, on the mouth, and I kissed him back. I don’t know how long it went on for. Seconds, minutes—longer, perhaps. But at some point we both pulled away to look at each other.

			“I don’t know your surname,” was what I said. “Or how old you are.”

			He smiled, fingers combing through my hair. “You want to take a patient history?”

			“Maybe?”

			Johan laughed. “As you wish. I don’t want to just get naked with you. Although I really, very badly want that.”

			“I really very badly want that, too.” I moved away, with some effort, and sat down. “Let’s put a table between us.”

			Johan looked at the table, at me, then sat down. He took a deep breath. “OK, Doctor.” He fixed his eyes on mine. “Are you a ‘Miss’ now? Did you pass your exams?”

			“I did!”

			“Of course you did. Well done. But I’m just going to call you Carrie Cole. It’s hotter.”

			I took a long breath and tried to sort out my hair. Then I stopped, because I didn’t actually care.

			“Kullberg. That’s my surname. I’m from Västerås, which is a town to the west of Stockholm. My parents moved there from southern Sweden when I was ten. Some fun facts: I drink too much chocolate milk, but so would you if they sold Pucko in this country. I once broke my wrist. I didn’t need surgery, though, so I’ve never had an experience in your domain. Oh, and the other job I do, which I didn’t tell you about that day, is that I am an ass model. For a jeans brand. That’s classified information and a sign that I like you. I’m thirty.”

			“An ass model? They don’t even photograph your face?”

			Johan considered this for a moment, then laughed. He seemed to laugh all the time. “Are you upset on behalf of my face?”

			“Yes! It’s a really good face.”

			“Thank you,” he said. “I like yours, too.”

			“I was brought up on imported Milo, so I’ve also got a chocolate milk habit. My maternal grandmother was Malaysian—she passed the addiction on to my mother, who passed it on to me and my sister. Have you got any of your Swedish stuff here?”

			“Pucko? Yes. Want one?”

			“Absolutely I do. Although nothing beats Milo.”

			“You’ll see, Carrie Cole.” Johan got up, chuckling. He walked over to his fridge, got out a couple of bottles, and put one in front of me.

			Then he crouched down next to my chair. “I saw you one night,” he said. “In a curry house. You were with a group of friends. Other doctors, I think. I nearly went up to you because I felt sure that that would have been OK.”

			I stared at him. His finger traced slowly around that same spot on my neck and I could hardly breathe. “I was there with the very friend who’d told me I couldn’t get in contact with you. I asked if I could talk to you. He said, no. You’ve got to wait.”

			“He was right,” I whispered. Nobody had touched me in this way.

			“And I had to sit with my back to you in the end because I could hear you, you were talking to a guy about the day you passed your driving test and how you put a giant stuffed orange elephant from your childhood into the passenger seat for the first few solo journeys because it was so unnerving, driving across Dartmoor with nobody there next to you. I was laughing, but God, Carrie Cole, I’d never wanted anyone so badly.”

			He leaned in and kissed my neck again. His hand traced down my sternum, rib cage, navel, along my legs.

			“I was always going to come back for you,” he said again, into my hair. “I’ve thought about you constantly.”

			He moved his hands up the inside of my thighs, and I no longer cared about the Pucko or anything else. Somehow I was up, and our clothes were coming off. Fast, but not fast enough.

			

			—

			
			I’d planned to go into the hospital to help the next day, even though it was my day off—even though it was my birthday.

			I didn’t go. Eric, the other core trainee, was back after his stint with D&V, although I’m not sure I’d have gone in even if he wasn’t. All I wanted to do was exist in this space with Johan Kullberg, learning the planes of his body, the unexpected capabilities of my own.

			We began the day eating the birthday cake I’d bought myself. Johan left me in the shower and when I emerged he was waiting in bed with it on a plate. He’d found a candle. He sang “Happy Birthday,” still naked, and then smiled at me and said, “Skål, Carrie.”

			Dad called to sing “Happy Birthday,” too, and Johan politely left the room to find a knife. Mum had missed several birthdays but Dad had called at 8 a.m. every one since I’d left home to study medicine. He wasn’t in London this week; he was calling from Devon, where he was doing his usual twenty-minute circuit of the village. I could hear birds.

			“Is this your ideal cake?” Johan asked when he came back. He cut me a slice, and in so doing spilled a few crumbs on his duvet. He scooped them up with his fingertips. I found myself able to resist pointing out the ones he’d missed.

			“I actually really love cheap coffee cakes. But I know for a fact that two of my consultants like a traditional Victoria sponge, so I bought this. In case…”

			“…They fired you? Is that how things work in the NHS?”

			“It can feel that way sometimes.”

			“I see.” He thought about this. “But surely nobody’s going to fire you on your own birthday.”

			“You’d be surprised. Medicine’s bad, but surgery’s something else. I was thrown out of a consultant’s operating theater last month because I was wearing perfume.”

			“Was it a bad perfume?”

			“I don’t know. It was the anesthetist’s medical student wearing it, not me.”

			“That’s appalling!”

			“That’s surgery. I have a woman there who’s kind of like my mentor, though, and she went at him like a wolf later on. He actually tracked me down and apologized.”

			Johan handed me a piece of cake. “I’m glad women like that exist in your line of work.”

			“There’s not many of them.”

			“You’ll be like that one day. When you’re a consultant surgeon. I’ve seen you in action. There was fire in there, Carrie Cole.”

			“Hmm. I hope that’s out for the foreseeable.”

			“I don’t,” he said. “That fire really worked for me.”

			The cake was put to one side.

			

			—

			I showered again at around six in the evening. When I came back into his kitchen he was leaning against the worktop, writing a message to someone on his phone. I felt something new, something old, fill my body as I watched him.

			It was a sense of belonging, I realized after a moment. A sense of the correct order of things, and it was not something I had known in a long time.

			I didn’t think I could stand it if this was a one-off, if he disappeared again.

			“You’re looking intense,” Johan said, looking up. “What’s happening in there?”

			“Intensity,” I admitted, and he just laughed, put his phone down. He was naked.

			“About this?”

			“Yes. I like you a lot,” I said simply.

			“You know I feel the same.”

			I couldn’t help smiling. “Well, yes. And that’s caused a lot of thinking. For me, at least.”

			“For me, too,” he said quietly. “But I also think this is what happens. People meet. They like each other. And it works out.”

			I nodded, hoping he was right.

			“I’m going to get those two bottles of Pucko out of the fridge again,” Johan said. “It’s time. And then some beers. Do you like beer? I have other drinks too.”

			“I love beer. But I’m very happy with Pucko for now.”

			We drank the cold Pucko, which really was good, and then opened beers. We sat on his sofa and listened to a piano duet between a child and her father through the thin walls of Johan’s flat. He made me walk him through an appendicectomy, then asked how I dealt with the stress of opening up a human body, especially in emergency conditions.

			“It’s one of the only times I feel entirely calm, actually,” I said after a pause. “I wish I could give you a dramatic, Grey’s Anatomy kind of an answer. But it really is my happy place.”

			“That’s unimaginable.”

			“I get that. But I find it hard to imagine how anyone could be ten meters underwater with a tank on their back and not have a panic attack on the seafloor.”

			Johan smiled at me. “Sure you could. If you can stand there and make on-the-spot decisions about a dying human, you’re made of tough stuff.”

			I thought about this for a while. “I think I’ve just…I don’t know. Kind of learned to be calm in a storm. Our household often operated in a state of emergency when I was young. My sister says it’s why I’m drawn to trauma medicine.”

			I pulled Johan’s dressing gown around me. “But also, my work’s the only thing in my life I’ve been formally trained to do. When I’m doing it, I’m calm. Nothing else is happening in my head.”

			“You’re not thinking about what’s for lunch? Or how much you hate your boss?”

			“I’m never thinking about what’s for lunch.”

			“Really?” He looked genuinely horrified. “Never?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			Johan leaned in and kissed me. “You get more intriguing every minute,” he said. Then he got up. “I’m going to shower.”

			I gave in and sent a message to Dell, telling her where I was. I couldn’t resist any longer. Outside, the sky was darkening for the second time since I’d arrived here and I lit the lamps in Johan’s living room. I took a long look at my face and then started laughing for no reason.

			My phone pinged with messages of excited expletives from Dell (eighteen of them). Mum texted, in the middle of Dell’s stream, to say she hadn’t got me a present but that she’d buy me a birthday dinner some time soon. She was busy organizing a sit-in at Whitehall.

			Then Maya called. Maya, with her impeccable timing, called to sing “Happy Birthday” and then to tell me she was moving to America with Eagle.

			“I just need to do this,” was how she explained it. My baby sister. I was sitting on the edge of Johan’s bed when she told me. “The place Eagle grew up is the most peaceful place on earth, Carrie, and that’s what my body needs right now. I’m stepping out of the rat race for real this time. I have to.”

			Johan had come in halfway through the call. He could probably hear what my sister was saying—she was not a woman to talk quietly—but perhaps he could just sense something was happening. Either way, I felt a hand on my shoulder suddenly. A warm hand, rubbing gently.

			Maya was too high on her decision, and maybe too anxious about my reaction, to spot that there was something different in me, too. We had a brief conversation about the logistics of her move to Colorado but agreed to talk about it properly in a couple of days, when we were due to meet.

			“I know this is a bit of a bomb,” she said before ringing off. “And I’m sorry. But I’m so happy, Carrie—I’m just so happy. This all feels so right.”

			It briefly felt uncomfortable, crying in front of Johan, a man I’d spent twenty-eight hours with, but once I started, I couldn’t stop.

			I talked about Maya and my family until it felt less painful. And then I stopped, frightened I’d gone too far.

			But: “Thank you,” he said, after a long silence. He was staring out of the window, those eyes narrowed. “Thank you for telling me all of that.”

			His gaze returned to mine; he ran his hands along my shoulders. Even now, they brought a current. “Your family sound like fucking lunatics,” was what he said, when he spoke again. He was laughing. “I think that’s what you’re trying to tell me here? I mean, I hope so. If not I’ll have spent four months dreaming of you only to fuck it up on day two.”

			I was laughing, too. “No, they are lunatics. The real deal. And I’m probably no better.”

			“Happy to risk that.” He kissed my right shoulder, lingering on the bony cape of my acromioclavicular joint, and I laughed even harder because to him it was just a sexy shoulder, not an AC joint, and here, in his flat, I could see very clearly that I was indeed a lunatic, a very different type of creature to this beautiful man.

			He made food, something very good involving tiny potatoes, and we ate with the balcony door open. The air rolled in, cool and silky; I heard an air ambulance come in to land at work, then a donkey braying in its paddock at the city farm. The sky had formed in shelves of deep charcoal and indigo, dissected by the lights of landing planes.

			Johan took a call from a friend in Swedish. I listened to his voice, which sounded even sexier, and decided on the spot to learn Swedish myself. My exams were over; I’d have space. I wanted to speak his language, I thought, as I googled classes in London. I wanted to submerge myself in his world, in him.

			And, on the subject of submersion, he was right. I should give scuba diving a try. Maybe he could even teach me. I felt willing to try anything, in that moment.

			I washed my scrubs in his washing machine. We didn’t do much sleeping that second night, although he passed out the moment we finally let each other go. I just lay next to him, wanting him too much to be able to wind down.

			We left his flat at the same time the next morning, just like any other couple, and he told me he was all in. “Come back tonight, Carrie Cole. And the next night. And the one after that.”

			He kissed me. “I need you,” he said, and he looked surprised to hear the words coming from his mouth. “I need you.”
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			Nine.

			I did go back that night, and the night after that. At the time I was living in a gray box in Colliers Wood, which had been helpful during medical school but was not convenient in any way now. Nor, I realized, as I learned the landscape of Johan’s flat, was it much of a home. His was full of ideas, colors, words, beautiful books, and music. Mine had been no more than a place to sleep and study.

			“I think we should go on a date,” Johan said on the fourth morning. It was 6:30 and the sun was already bright, fractionating his kitchen into bright stripes through the blind. He was making coffee in a Bialetti on the stovetop. As I had come to expect, he was not wearing any clothes.

			I already loved him by then.

			“I really don’t want to leave this flat when you’re here. But I think we should celebrate your exams, even if I’m several months late. Plus, I just want to be out there in the world with you.”

			“Yes,” I said. “Yes, please! Where are you taking me?”

			He frowned. “Where are you taking me? With your substantial new paycheck?”

			“There are no substantial pay checks in the NHS, so you can get that idea out of your head. Besides, I’m still a core trainee. I don’t start as a registrar until October.”

			Johan took his coffee off the stove and there was a pause as I thought about a suitable date.

			“Maybe diving?”

			He stopped pouring his coffee and turned around. “Really?”

			“You’re teaching this evening.”

			“And you want to join my class?”

			“Yes! We could go for drinks afterward. Food. Normal date stuff.”

			Johan drank some coffee. “You said you’d have a panic attack. That you’d never dive. What’s changed?”

			“I—I decided to reject that kind of thinking.”

			He laughed again. “Of course you did.”

			“But I also told myself that a woman like me couldn’t get a registrar number, and then I ranked eleventh in the country. My thinking isn’t always to be trusted.”

			We watched each other for a few moments. I was still finding it hard to take my eyes off Johan. To believe that if I blinked, or moved suddenly, he would not disappear.

			“Before I agree to anything, I want you to tell me what kind of student you are,” Johan said.

			“An excellent one! I concentrate hard and take notes.”

			“Of course you do. But what I really want to know is, how are you when you don’t get it straight away?”

			“Oh, terrible. But I’m really good at pretending to fail with grace. You’d never know I was dying inside.”

			From somewhere nearby the disquieting wail of an ambulance, dodging through Whitechapel, seeped into Johan’s kitchen.

			He came over to get my bowl. He’d made porridge earlier with apple sauce and cinnamon, brown sugar laced across the surface. It had been exactly what I’d needed for a long day in theater, and exactly what I would never have taken the time to do for myself.

			“You always leave a bite of food on your plate,” he said, stopping by the table. “What is that?”

			I looked at the single spoonful left in my bowl and told him—truthfully—that I had no idea.

			Johan smiled as if to say, I know exactly why that is, but did not enlighten me. He took my single remaining spoonful of porridge and ate it, before adding it to the washing up.

			“Let me talk to the dive school and check they’re OK with me teaching someone I know,” he said. Then he turned around. “And for what it’s worth, I would most definitely know you were dying inside. You’re a lot more transparent than you think, Carrie Cole.”

			I shut my laptop. Yanika had arranged with one of her colleagues in hepatobiliary for me to assist on a Whipple’s procedure that morning and I’d been reading up. I hadn’t observed one since med school, and it was a complex operation.

			I’m not transparent at all, I thought, zipping the laptop back into its sleeve. It was one of the things that drove Dell mad. Nobody knows what’s going on in there, she’d say. You have to tell us, Carrie.

			It was simply that Johan could read me in a way nobody else seemed to.

			

			—

			The operation started well. Karl, the consultant, was friendly, which was never a given. After the briefing he put on an excellent playlist of seventies tracks. The energy in the theater was good.

			As first assistant I stood across from the table from him, helping with retraction and the diathermy. For a while, all was calm and I had a clear view as Karl began to tunnel carefully under the neck of the pancreas. The cancer had already spread since the patient’s scan three weeks earlier, increasing quite substantially the risk of injury to the portal vein.

			“Oof,” Karl said as he pushed on. “Can you see what a mess this is? How everything’s got stuck together as the tumor’s grown?”

			I could see. I would not want to be working next to a delicate portal vein in among all that mess. Avoiding a bleed seemed near impossible.

			Sure enough, the cavity began to fill with blood minutes later. Karl sighed. “OK. Carrie, please start packing.”

			The scrub nurse handed me swabs—one after another after another, but my careful pressure was no match for the insidious flow from underneath the pancreas.

			To my left, the anesthetist warned that the patient’s pressure was dropping.

			Soon after, the heart monitor alarmed. People began to talk over each other. Karl put out an urgent call for one of his colleagues; he was going to need to split the pancreas to get at the damaged blood vessel. The blood kept pouring from the portal vein, on and on, faster than I or anyone else could have packed it. The anesthetist put out a major hemorrhage call. The theater door was unlocked as help arrived.

			We all react differently to emergencies, Yanika had once told me. Those who fare best are those who go into a mental underpass. Let the traffic roar above your head. Just keep on walking to the end of the tunnel. Do nothing else except that.

			I made myself feel my feet on my metal box. Hands calm and precise in spite of my elevated heart rate. I listened only to what Karl was asking me to do and nothing else.

			A senior consultant arrived at speed and scrubbed in. Karl briefed him; the nurses gowned him up. In the background the music continued to play. It was “Wild World” by Cat Stevens, the bass smooth and muscular, the tune buoyant. I waited for someone to ask for it to be turned off but they were all too busy to notice.

			As Stevens sang about getting by with only a smile, the monitors alarmed and the anesthetist started squeezing blood and vasopressin. The senior consultant arrived at the table, scalpel in hand, and began incising without so much as a moment’s pause.

			Minutes later, the pancreas had been divided at the neck and Karl did a formal resection of the injured portal vein. I suctioned blood and cut sutures. I had learned this script years ago and I remained steady, consciously holding myself in the safe rhythm of my training.

			As soon as the vein was repaired, the anesthetist took over. The operation would now be on hold until the patient was stable.

			After we’d descrubbed the two consultants sat down and started chatting about the senior consultant’s son. He’d told his dad he didn’t want to do A-levels and wanted instead to “chill for a while,” doing ski seasons “or whatever.”

			“Not necessarily a bad move,” Karl grinned, as if they were just two friends in a cafe, having a catch-up. “Would you really want him to end up in a career like this?”

			“Fuck, no!”

			The Velvet Underground was playing now, yet nobody thought to turn it down. The anesthetist and her registrar were working hard on the patient, who was beginning to stabilize. Their medical student, watching intently, crossed and uncrossed her legs, but I knew she wouldn’t go to the loo. I never did when I was a student.

			“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” started playing, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I went over to the speaker and turned it off.

			Not quite able to ignore what was happening in front of me, I stood watching for a while longer while the consultants chatted about summer plans and the “insufferable” manager who kept overfilling their surgical lists. The patient’s blood pressure was increasing. A greater calm began to take root, and I felt my own heart rate decrease.

			Eventually I forced myself over to my laptop to clear some emails.

			Johan had messaged a little over half an hour ago.

			
				You’d better have meant it about the scuba lesson because I’ve booked you in. Meet me outside Marshall Street Baths at 7:45. I’m looking forward to it. Carrie Cole in a wet suit is something I badly need to see.

			

			I smiled, then laughed, then felt sick. In spite of everything that had happened over the past hour, it was this email that opened a space of fear in my body—this disquieting promise of water closing over my head like a coffin lid in a few hours, my body reliant on a tank.

			

			—

			He was outside the baths when I arrived, leaning against the wall. He watched me walk toward him. I had rarely seen him outside the context of the hospital or his flat and I felt skittish and uncertain suddenly—a girl on a first date. He was almost unbearably handsome, and he looked as if he could read every thought in my head.

			Time to overcome that ridiculous fear of submersion, I’d told myself earlier. Outgrow these limiting beliefs! How naive, the idea that I or anyone else could just switch off fear as if it were a light.

			“Good evening,” he said as I arrived in front of him. “And just a reminder that, as your teacher, I’m unable to kiss you.”

			I paused momentarily, then kissed him on the mouth.

			This, I now remembered, was why I’d decided to do this stupid lesson in the first place. I might not believe in my own ability to outgrow fear, but I believed completely in Johan.

			“If I wasn’t working I would cancel this and just check in to the nearest hotel,” he said. “Carrie Cole, I can’t get enough of you.”

			“You should not be talking to me like that,” I said, straightening his jacket. “You’re my teacher.”

			We went inside and the rest of the group joined soon after. We were given wet suits and then met by the pool to talk about safety, before Johan’s colleague took us through the equipment basics. I tried to listen, but really I just wanted to stare at Johan in a wet suit, hair wet, long legs pacing between the class participants.

			After his colleague had showed me how to inflate and deflate my buoyancy-control device, I lay on my back in the pool, watching kaleidoscopic water reflections pulse on the arching roof lights above. Johan was somewhere to my left, teaching two young guys how to do their BCDs. I trusted this man completely, I thought, as I bobbed weightlessly on the surface of the pool. Not just to show me how to breathe underwater but to show up for me—today, tomorrow, the next day.

			Until now, the only man I’d trusted had been Dad, and even he’d let me down at times; all that bile and hatred toward my mother had often stopped him being present. Johan was an entirely new kind of human. He was here.

			He returned to teach me how to find my regulator and its backup, amusingly called an octopus. He checked and rechecked my technique, standing there in the water, glorious and untouchable. Then, when I’d cleaned my mask and deflated my BCD, he showed me how to take my first breath through the regulator.

			When I was breathing smoothly, he said, “Let’s try a couple of breaths underwater.”

			And suddenly we were kneeling underwater, watching each other through masks, breathing through regulators. I knew breathing apparatus inside out, I realized, once I’d taken the first few breaths. And I’d never been afraid of water, nor suffered claustrophobia. As we faced each other on the pool floor, gently waving our arms for stability, I began to see that my fear had really been of the unknown, of environments over which I had no control. Medicine was a surprisingly safe, closed-off environment, if you never stepped outside.

			Johan signaled, in the underwater language they’d just taught us, Are you OK? I shook my head: No.

			He made the signal for us to move up, but I shook my head again. He realized then that I was smiling; he started smiling too. Bubbles catapulted happily up to the surface as we knelt opposite each other, Johan and I, clad in wet suits in a pool in central London. He made a shrugging gesture as if to say, what’s wrong then?

			I make an obscene gesture: I want to fuck you.

			Bubbles shot up in a sharp cloud from his mask and he rose to the surface. “Behave,” he said when I emerged. He moved to the two lads next to me. He was laughing.

			

			—

			A couple of hours later we were perched at the bar of a Japanese place on Kingly Street, drinking bottles of cold Sapporo while we waited for our food. Johan wedged my knees between his. “I enjoy these strong legs of yours,” he said. “I especially enjoyed them in a wet suit.”

			“For what it’s worth, I thought you were a great teacher.”

			He smiled. “I only wish I could say the same about you as a student.”

			“Excuse me? I went underwater, I faced my fears—what more do you want?”

			“You also tried it on with your teacher.”

			“He’s hot.”

			Johan chuckled, those eyes trained straight on me. “I heard he’s been fired.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Under duress, he admitted that he wants to have sexual relations with you. We can’t allow that.”

			We finished the food as quickly as we could. When I left the final tiger roll on my plate, Johan picked it up and ate it, and I felt recklessly, almost violently happy inside—it had only been four days, but we already had a thing.
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			Ten.

			My mother fell in love with Johan on the spot.

			“I think she might actually be flirting with you,” I said, when Mum went to the loo. We’d met in the bar of the Royal Festival Hall because Mum was speaking on a panel that night about medical poverty. Outside, rain fell in sheets from a brown sky. Johan and I had been together three weeks.

			“She’s your mum,” Johan said.

			“That’s why it is of no surprise to me that she’s doing what she’s doing.”

			He just laughed.

			“She’ll forget about you in five minutes,” I reassured him, although, in fact, that did not come to pass.

			“Tell me about this job in Myanmar, Johan,” Mum said, on her return from the bathroom. “It’s one of the few countries I’ve never visited in that neck of the woods.”

			She sat down and crossed her legs. She didn’t need to rearrange her ultrasmart linen culottes because they were made so beautifully they needed no human intervention. Mum, who’d watched her own mother’s struggles to operate on a level playing field, was probably the most immaculate activist in the country. Nobody listens unless you’re well dressed and well-spoken, she’d always said, somewhat bitterly. Especially if you look foreign.

			Mum had read politics at Cambridge and her voice had never borne a hint of either my grandmother’s Malay or my grandfather’s North Wales. She was immaculate at all times: pressed clothes; smart cropped haircut; expensive, thick-rimmed reading glasses; and shoes that were passed on long before they became marked. She was the reason I ironed a new blouse before bed every day, no matter what shift I’d just finished.

			“It’s a contract for a green energy firm,” Johan told her. “They want to build a massive wind farm in the Gulf of Martaban. My company’s been commissioned to survey the sea bed.” He took a drink of his beer. “I’ll be off there in September for six weeks. Can’t wait.”

			“What an excellent opportunity,” Mum said. “Although I hope you’ve satisfied yourself that this firm really is ‘green.’ Many of them aren’t.”

			I closed my eyes. She literally could not help herself.

			“Yes, of course,” Johan said, unbothered. “We’ve been talking to local historians and they do actually think there’ll be stuff down there. I’m not clear on what, yet, but the Gulf has always had a huge tidal range. I’d imagine shipwrecks. Although I’m secretly hoping for a giant marble Buddha.”

			“Oh, wonderful,” Mum said, eyes shining. “Johan, you must keep us posted.”

			We talked until she had to leave for her panel, Johan about his times backpacking in Southeast Asia, Mum about the work she used to do with rape victims in the same region. Johan listened, fascinated, and laughed when she broke off from a spirited critique of one Asian country’s rape legislation to call their president an “arse worm.”

			By the time our brief meeting was over, he was entranced by her, which I’d expected. This power she held over others—it didn’t matter what gender—was exactly how she and Dad, who should never have been a couple, had come together.

			When their divorce papers finally came through back in 1993 Dad told me, as he held that envelope of endings, that he’d have turned down Michelle Pfeiffer if she’d come knocking back when he was dating Mum. His eyes were faraway and sorrowful, even though he’d come to hate her in the intervening years. I’d have turned down any job, any house, any amount of money, Carrie. Just for five minutes with Adelina Ghali. I was mesmerized by the woman.

			But then again, I thought now, as Mum walked off to shake hands with a ferociously intellectual-looking man carrying a clipboard, so was I. We all were.

			“Adelina,” the man was enthusing. “Such a great pleasure. I heard you on Radio 4 the other day and…”

			Mum hadn’t spent even five minutes prepping for her panel this evening. It was all there, in her head, and all the fire and fervor she’d need to deliver her message was in her heart. She was the real deal, my mother: a true metahuman. As I’d said to Maya, could it not be OK that some mothers just weren’t meant to be mothers? Could these women not have a different purpose?

			No, Maya had always said shortly. I did rather hope that Maya 2.0 might develop a little more compassion. She’d just been accepted on a psychotherapy training course in Colorado.

			“You Cole women are quite something,” Johan said, as Mum disappeared off upstairs.

			He’d met Maya two nights before at her leaving party in Brixton. They were off to the States in four days, in spite of Maya not yet having a US visa. (“It’ll all be cool,” Eagle had said, which was what he seemed to say about everything.)

			Maya had been at her drunk and deadly best, dangerously beautiful in black silk, teetering on the brink of mania most of the evening. She’d made a speech that had left most of us wondering if we should quit our own jobs and move to the Colorado mountains, and then she’d settled down to interrogate Johan for nearly an hour.

			I smiled at him. “Firstly, don’t ever let Mum hear you describe her as a ‘Cole woman.’ She never considered taking Dad’s name. Her own mother even refused to give Mum the patriarchal surname. And, secondly, I’m nothing like either my mother or my sister. They’re the headline acts. I’m just the doctor nerd waiting backstage in case either of them get into trouble.”

			Johan watched me for a few moments, drinking his beer. “You really can’t see yourself, can you,” he said.

			I felt my face color.

			“You have no idea.” He leaned in, tucked my hair behind my ear. “No idea.”

			

			—

			Nearly five weeks into our relationship, Johan went away on a short diving job.

			“I’m going to be sleeping on an oil rig,” he said. “In a bunk the size of a mortuary cabinet. So if I’m not in touch it’s because I can’t call, rather than I don’t want to. Understood?”

			“Understood.”

			We were outside Johan’s flat as evening began to fall, loading a vast pile of Peli cases and strangely shaped equipment bags into a taxi.

			“Good. I’ll be thinking about you constantly. Even if I can’t call to tell you that.”

			“It’s OK! I’m not the type to stay up late, wondering why you haven’t called.” Then I frowned, passing him the smallest bag of all: his own suitcase. “Or at least, I don’t think I am.”

			The truth was, I’d only had one boyfriend, and it had not lasted long. I had not been in love with him. I had not been in love with anyone, until now. Four weeks, four days. I was high as an endoscopy patient on Entonox.

			Johan’s job was in the North Sea, a six-day gig surveying a potential oil rig site. I missed him from the moment his taxi pulled away.

			Twenty-four hours after he left, I messaged to tell him about a woman who’d absconded from the mental health ward and somehow got into the doctors’ mess. She’d been sitting in the mess drinking coffee for days before someone had actually noticed that a woman in pajamas with seemingly no patients was there reading The Times with her feet up and a plate of bourbon creams by her side.

			This was the sort of story he loved, but he didn’t reply.

			I knew he was quite literally under the sea. I knew he was busy and wouldn’t necessarily have access to a satellite phone in the evenings on the rig; I didn’t dwell on it. But on day two, when I messaged him about a colleague who’d missed the pacemaker from a patient’s crem form and had essentially caused a crematorium to blow up in Kent, and I heard nothing back, the rational structures of my mind began to crumble.

			Are you OK? I texted.

			Nothing.

			I called him. Before bed, I emailed him, but there was nothing in my inbox the next morning.

			Despite my better judgment, I began to panic. Surely the rig had satellite phones—internet, even—it was 2010! With great shame, I called the marine archaeology company to ask if they’d heard from him. They had, they said. Did I want them to pass on a message?

			Eventually, I called Dad. After Dad had met Nicola and returned to his old self, he’d become a remarkable anchor to teenage Maya and Carrie. No matter what problems we brought to the kitchen table, Dad had always managed to apply some immutable law, some algorithm with which even Maya struggled to argue. Best of all, he’d always served his solutions with a hot sweet tea and one biscuit.

			“Dad. Can you make phone calls from oil rigs?” I asked. It was a Thursday evening, which meant he was on the train back to Devon from London. “I know you’ve visited a few.”

			Dad was quiet for a moment, but I knew that this was his much-vaunted “essential pause” rather than a lapse in the phone signal.

			“Is Johan on an oil rig?” he asked.

			“Well, yes. But I’m asking in a general sense.”

			“Oh, Carrie, love. Of course people can make calls from oil rigs. But if Johan is on an oil rig and he hasn’t called you, it means he can’t.”

			He listened patiently as I told him that Johan had been in touch with his office but hadn’t even read my messages.

			“And you think this is a sign?”

			I flushed. “Maybe.”

			“I’ll only say this, my darling: love makes us think and do many strange things. What is presented by our minds as incontrovertible truth is often wildly off the mark. Try to remember that.”

			“But how are we supposed to know which voice to trust?”

			“We always know the truth, Carrie. Deep down. These things needn’t be complicated.”

			“I miss you, Dad,” I sighed.

			But his train was now deep in the Wiltshire Downs and he lost signal.

			Three days later, still with no word from Johan, I made the first major mistake of my career. I was assessing a patient in Acute Medical when Yanika pulled me out into the ward reception.

			“You prescribed Augmentin to a diverticulitis case,” she said in a low voice. “She’s penicillin allergic. If the ward sister hadn’t remembered, we’d have a potential medical negligence case on our hands.”

			“Oh God,” I said. “Really? No…Surely I…Oh, shit.”

			“I also heard you failed to send my hernia patient to scan yesterday. And that you didn’t turn up for the rota meeting I asked you to attend on my behalf.”

			“I don’t know what to say,” I said, after a pause. I couldn’t deny any of it.

			“Your mistakes were regrettable, but they were detected in time,” Yanika said. “What I actually want to talk about is why you’re behaving like this. What’s happening?”

			The policeman I’d shouted at when I met Johan had not made a complaint about me. But this poor woman could have been a different story if the ward sister hadn’t intervened.

			To my horror, my eyes filled with tears.

			“Carrie,” Yanika hissed. She funneled me into a corner where the ward linen was kept. “Can you please pull yourself together?”

			But that was the problem. I didn’t know how to. I hadn’t been able to for six days. I should never have allowed myself to get into a relationship.

			“Carrie, talk to me.”

			After a few moments, I said, pathetically, “I’m having relationship trouble.” Tears dripped down my cheeks and onto my scrubs.

			She looked surprised. “I’m sorry to hear that. But—Carrie, that’s not good enough. I don’t want lovestruck teenagers on my team. I need adults who carry out their responsibilities and don’t just burst into tears when they mess up. I’m embarrassed for you.”

			I was embarrassed for me, too.

			Yanika’s phone rang and she left. I went to the toilet and washed my face, patting it dry with an abrasive blue paper towel. I looked even worse.

			Just as I re-emerged into the ward, Johan finally called.

			I tried to end our relationship. There, on the phone, before he’d even had a chance to ask how I was. It just burst out of me, as if it were the only sane and sensible thing to say.

			I told him that I’d been thinking about us and that it was probably just too much for me at this stage of my career. I liked him, I said, but I just wasn’t sure I could give us the attention and focus we needed. Just today I had made a big mistake and the patient could have ended up with an ADR, maybe even died. I needed to focus just on one thing, and that thing needed to be my job.

			I talked until I had nothing else to say and then ground to a halt, even more ashamed.

			Johan listened to my whole speech and then said quietly, “Carrie.”

			I didn’t trust myself to speak. Tears waited, stinging, in my eyes.

			“Carrie…” he repeated. “Is the patient OK?”

			“She’s OK. They didn’t actually give her the antibiotics,” I admitted. “But I made other mistakes. They’ve been noted. It’s not good.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Johan said. “And I’m glad it’s all OK. But I don’t need to know anything about medicine to know that you’re great at your job. It won’t have been anything more than a moment of madness.”

			“Mmm.”

			“But that does not sound like a reason to end our relationship.”

			I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t.

			“This is because I didn’t call, isn’t it?”

			“No.”

			He waited patiently.

			“Yes.”

			I had never felt more ashamed.

			“The oil rig didn’t have Wi-Fi, and the fixed computer terminals were in use all evening for the rig staff. They don’t get to see their families for months on end; I didn’t get a look in. I got hold of a sat phone to call the office just that one time, but they wouldn’t let me use it for personal calls. Carrie. Carrie?”

			“Mmm.”

			“Carrie. I’m finally back on the mainland and the first thing I’m doing is calling you. And I warned you this might happen. Please stop thinking what you’ve been thinking.”

			I still couldn’t speak. It was rising up in me, now, the great fear of losing him. The terror of it. I hadn’t known it was there until he’d gone away and my judgment had vanished.

			The first tear fell, and with it an old window opened. That first surreal, heady day after Mum had officially moved out. Me, running like the wind from Jilly’s car into her house. Jilly, who lived in our village and famously owned twenty guinea pigs, was to pick us up from school each day now. And even though Jilly had bought Smarties for me and Maya to soften the blow of our new lives, I’d ignored the chocolate, the guinea pigs, everything other than Jilly’s phone, because Mum was going to call. How was school? she’d ask, like anyone else’s mum would. I was going to tell her a funny story about how Debbie had fallen off the vaulting box in PE and landed straddled on my back as if I were a horse.

			No call came. I transferred my vigil to our own phone when Dad picked us up later on.

			I sat by those phones every day that week, until finally our own phone rang at 6:05 p.m. on the Friday. I knew why she was calling. I’d heard Dad yelling at her the previous night. I’d heard him demand that she call us, and I’d heard him list all the ways in which she’d failed us. I’d heard his every word and now, now I finally had Mum on the phone, I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

			“Carrie?” Johan prompted.

			I couldn’t speak. Grief rolled down my cheeks in stinging tears.

			“Talk to me.”

			“I haven’t been in this territory before,” I said. I tried to take a deep breath, but another shuddering sob came out.

			“Hang on,” he said. There were sounds of activity, then his voice again. “Check your messages.”

			He’d sent me a screenshot from WhatsApp.

			Every evening, at around 11 p.m., he’d tried to text me. Next to each message was a red alert to say the message had failed to send. But he’d kept on trying. Every night—every single night—he’d written, I miss you tonight.

			A whole page of it.

			I miss you tonight.

			I miss you tonight.

			I miss you tonight.

			I couldn’t speak.

			“Carrie, listen to me.”

			I listened.

			“Carrie. I love you already. I…I didn’t want to say that on the phone but—there it is. I love you. I think about you all day. All night. You’re it. Everything.”

			He paused.

			“Are you there, Carrie Cole?”

			“Yes,” was all I managed to say. But he knew what the yes stood for.

			That night he came into the hospital to collect me at the end of my shift. He came with warm samosas and two cans of gin and tonic, and those polar blue eyes.

			“I meant it,” he said. “I love you. Don’t bother trying to end this again, because I won’t listen.”

			“OK.” I smiled sheepishly.

			“And I’ve had an idea. I’ll have a two-week break in the middle of my Myanmar dive. They were originally going to fly me home and then back out again but it’s more cost-effective to keep me out there. Why don’t you fly out? We could have a holiday in Thailand. Or anywhere. I don’t care. I’m just not willing to be away from you for six weeks.”
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				Eleven.

				Now: Devon, December 2022

			
			Christmas. No snow, of course, but the cold weather has persisted and we wake to frost and dazzling sun, the air scalpel-sharp. The kids open their stockings on our bed in a luminous fissure of sunlight, lengthy shadows falling from their Christmas present piles. They look like something from a painting and my heart bursts for them, my chocolate-covered little people, shouting with excitement, pelting Robin and me with balled-up wrapping paper.

			After opening their stockings, they run outside to smash the ice on the pond and Maeve, in spite of all our warnings, manages to fall in. She screams loudly all the way back into the house and then spends twenty minutes in the shower, water flying around so wildly that a vast pool forms on the floor and drips down through the kitchen light fitting below. We lose power in the kitchen for three hours while it dries out, which means I have to put the goose—our first ever goose—into the Aga. Christmas dinner is unlikely to be ready before the following day as a result, but Robin tells me it’s all fine and he’s probably right.

			We’re on our own for Christmas this year. Dad isn’t up to a day with my children. I’m not sure he’s up to even an hour with them at the moment; he was very distressed when I popped around to see him yesterday. Maya flew in two days ago and she’s spending the day with him and Nicola. Mum is in Brighton with her friend Gail, who is one of the only people I know who seems to have a limitless threshold for my mother, and Robin, an only child, lost his parents when he was young. So it’s just the four of us, which would be lovely if it weren’t for the fact that I have been with Dad every single Christmas since I was born. I had to lock myself in the bathroom to cry when the kids were having breakfast.

			I’m in our dark little kitchen with a head torch, peeling potatoes, while Robin does some game with the kids involving yells of “ATTACK!” In spite of my grief and worry about Dad, it’s been lovely so far. Raffy and Maeve are high as kites on sugar and I’m high as a kite, still, on Robin’s Christmas present. With Dell’s help, and at great expense, he got me into, and paid for, a basic surgical skills course at the Royal College, which took place last week. I loved it. I hadn’t forgotten a thing.

			“ATTACK!” Robin yells, diving from the sofa into a pile of beanbags and cushions. Maeve and Raffy scream with laughter, running out from their hiding place to whack him with still-wrapped presents from under the tree.

			I start peeling carrots and parsnips. Morötter and palsternacka. I’ve been using a language app in preparation for this possible placement in Stockholm and it’s all coming back nicely. The medical terminology has been quite straightforward, too, but it all comes with the unwanted side effect of bringing Johan to mind.

			Is he at his in-laws’ today? Or his parents, Kerstin and Fredrik’s, in that lovely spacious apartment full of soft lamps and books that I never managed to visit? What presents did he buy his little boy? What’s his name? And who is his mother?

			And then the inevitable: What happened?

			Stop it, I tell myself, but within seconds I’m back on my phone, scouring those old newspaper reports for details I’d missed before. But even allowing for my patchy Swedish, I can’t find anything new. It remains a mystery that I have no hope of solving. Unless I contact him, which is out of the question.

			Can’t stop looking him up, I message my sister. Then I send the same to Dell. I’m wreathed in shame. It is Christmas Day and my children and husband are playing five meters from where I’m standing. What is wrong with me?

			Just meet up with him in Stockholm, Dell replies. Find out what the craic is, get it all out of your system and then you can move on. Robin would be thinking ALL the same things if this was happening to him.

			“Just meet up with him” is exactly the kind of simplistic advice I can expect from Dell, who has never really committed to anyone. Yet, in many ways, she’s right. Who wouldn’t want answers in my situation? Who would be handling this calmly?

			

			—

			We FaceTime with Mum in the afternoon, after a sandwich lunch. The goose looks to be on course for about 2 a.m.

			Mum is a better grandmother than she ever was a parent, but she’s still a far cry from the grannies around here. They’re like second parents to my friends’ kids: they pick them up from school, come to piano concerts, host sleepovers—they’re heavily involved. My own mother, on the other hand, is like a rare bird to the children; she appears only occasionally and always brings outstanding presents. Then months pass and they don’t hear a peep.

			Robin finds it hard, at times, to keep a lid on his displeasure at her failure to show up for me or my children. He tells me I forgive her far too easily and he’s right. But what he doesn’t understand, in his protective outbursts, is that if I took her to task it could cause a fatal rupture that I am not willing for my children to suffer. Besides, they don’t care. She brings a lot of chocolate when she does come and they think she’s amazing.

			Mum teaches the kids a rude Malaysian song, which delights them. Then she asks to speak to me privately.

			“How’s your father doing?” she asks.

			“Not good. It’s definitely time for him to move, but…oh, it’s just so…” My voice trails off.

			“I’m so sorry, Carrie,” she says politely, as if talking about a friend of mine she’s never met, rather than her ex-husband and the father I’ve spent every Christmas of my entire life with. “It must be devastating. Now, look. I won’t beat around the bush. I’m calling to say I don’t think it’s sensible for you to go to Stockholm.”

			“Oh.” I take a breath and try to pivot.

			“It would bring up a lot of difficult feelings. Intolerable feelings, I’d expect. And what if you walked into Johan? Or his parents?”

			I remain silent. Mum only gets involved with my affairs when she believes I’m making a grave mistake.

			“I’m glad you’re ready to travel again, but do you not think there’d be a better city to visit?”

			“Johan’s always going to be on the edge of my thoughts,” I say, after a pause. “Of course it’ll trigger me, being there. But, Mum, I’m going to be triggered by memories for the rest of my life. I don’t think avoiding Scandinavia is going to stop that.”

			“I was talking specifically about Stockholm. Not the gigantic landmass that is Scandinavia.” Mum has never been one to resist an opportunity for pedantry.

			I sigh. “You’re probably right. But there’s a surgeon there I really want to talk to. And the Roof conference felt like the perfect vehicle. It all just feels right.”

			She pushes her point a while longer, because she still thinks she knows better than I do about what’s good for me, but eventually says she has to go; she and Gail are going for a bracing sea swim. Cold-water swimming is one of many things Mum uses competitively in conversation with me. She makes a point of swimming in the sea or the river Dart whenever she comes down, and the kids hero-worship her for it.

			Robin doesn’t ask what Mum said, but he sees my face when I come downstairs and he gives me a hug. “You have always deserved better,” is all he says—which makes me feel mildly guilty because for once, Mum’s actually trying to protect me.

			Later, while we’re trying to explain the King’s Christmas Broadcast to the children, Maya arrives with gifts for them and a strange look in her eye.

			“Auntie Maya!” the kids yell, hurling themselves at her. Maya, who flew over to support me when they were born, has made a point of video calling them every week of their lives.

			“Did you bring presents?” Maeve asks, before Maya’s even had time to wish them a merry Christmas.

			“Yes, you horrible child,” Maya laughs, and Maeve jumps up and down, delighted with both the news and the insult.

			“I’d really like a quiet Christmas walk with my sister,” she tells Robin, twenty minutes later. The kids are building the giant marble run she’s bought them. “Just a quick one. Is that OK?”

			“Is Dad OK?” I ask, quickly.

			“Yes. Well, ish. But no dramas. I just wanted to…well, have a quiet walk with my sister.”

			“But I’d really like a quiet Christmas walk with your sister!” Robin says. The marble run is already out of control and in need of extra support; he’s busy running back and forth with astronomy books and lens cases to support the teetering runs. Thank God for my husband, who always makes their harebrained projects work.

			“Dad!” Maeve yells. “QUICK!”

			“OK, bye!” Maya says. She takes me by the elbow and walks me out of the door. “I’ll have her back within the hour!”

			

			—

			We climb through woods to Easdon Tor and stand on the rocks. The moor stretches out, white and crackling, while the sky is pink as a cocktail. The sun will set soon; by the time I return, Robin will have turned on the fairy lights outside and lit the fire.

			I love my life here. Whatever Maya’s about to say about risking what I have is probably right.

			“I got your message,” she says. “And a call from Mum, saying you’re still planning on going to Sweden.”

			I don’t reply.

			“Is there a part of you that still loves him?” she asks. “That’s what I want to know.”

			“No! Absolutely not!”

			She says nothing, just watches me.

			“Is this the kind of ambush you set for your clients?” I ask. “Because you must be a very unpopular therapist if so.”

			She smiles. “I have a long waiting list, as it happens. My clients pay me to ask good questions.”

			“Well, here’s the thing: you’re not my therapist. And that wasn’t a good question.”

			She thinks about this, poking the toe of her boot into a gap between giant granite rocks. “Fair enough. If you don’t want to talk to me about it, that’s fine.”

			“Except it’s not fine. Because you’ve kidnapped me and dragged me up to a remote spot on the moor with the specific intention of interrogating me.”

			Maya laughs, but says nothing.

			“I hope you don’t take your clients hostage.”

			“I do have to dial myself back in at times,” she admits. “For better or worse, I am still my mother’s daughter.”

			I smile briefly, then look back out at the view. To me, this is the single most beautiful place on earth. A great raw wound of defiant land, thrusting up above the gentle rolling hills of Devon in ancient, weaponed peaks, unafraid of anything the gods can hurl at it.

			“You know how hard I worked to put it all behind me,” I say, after a while. “I even went into therapy, at your insistence.”

			“You saw her for three months! That’s barely getting started!”

			“Maya. Will you please fuck off?”

			“Sorry,” she says. “I just…I just love you very much, Carrie.”

			“Hmm.”

			“It just really worries me that you’re going ahead with this trip.” She pauses. “I know how hard you worked at moving on. But do you really think you did? Properly?”

			I’ve wondered this myself at times. I was entirely ready to move on by the time I met Robin. But had Johan disappeared completely from my system? Every trace? I’m not sure. All I know is that the twins’ birth blew everything else out of the water.

			Out of the corner of my eye I can see her studying me. Maya’s cut her hair short and it looks sensational, although—and I would never dare say this—it does make her look a bit like Mum. She’s wearing a beautiful woolen scarf so large it may well be a blanket, but she pulls it off.

			More than twelve years have passed since my little sister went off to start her new life but she’s still glowing, while I’ve become the sort of pasty mum who says things like, Oooh, I’d pay for skin like hers. (I would.) In spite of her radiant appearance, though, I sense something’s up with her. She hasn’t told me what it is yet; I suspect she’s building up to it.

			“Robin was not a rebound,” I say gently. “I met him years later. And I didn’t settle for him—he was my first choice. He still is.”

			But I’ve played it all out in my head, of course, and she knows it. Johan and I somehow bump into each other in January, in a city of two and a half million people. I just walk around the corner and he’s there. There. A free man, walking down a street. How would I feel?

			The truth is: I have no idea. I haven’t cared about him in a very long time, but she’s right: the body remembers, even if the mind’s moved on. Last week I had a sex dream about him. I think I might even have orgasmed in my sleep. I was devastated when I woke, but no matter how great my shame, my regret, I still cannot be sure what would happen in my body if I saw him.

			“There are no grounds whatsoever for concern,” is what I tell her now. “If there were, I wouldn’t be going.”

			A wall of wind punches us suddenly, flinging my hair sideways and slapping my cheeks. Maya sinks her face into her scarf. “OK,” she says. “If you’re sure.”

			“Are you OK?” I ask her, as we turn to pick our way back through the bracken. Stiff graphite-colored clouds are packing in across the pink sunset and the temperature is dropping rapidly.

			“Me? Yes. I mean…the situation with Dad is eating me alive. But when I can see past that, I’m essentially fine. Why?”

			“I don’t know. Sixth sense.”

			“I’m fine,” she repeats.

			“You can talk to me,” I remind her. “I’m your sister and I care. I can even speak a bit of therapy language these days.”

			She laughs but doesn’t say anything, and I decide to leave it for now. This woman is more in touch with her feelings than anyone I’ve ever met.

			It’s only twenty minutes later, when we climb back into her borrowed car, that she says, “I won’t bring this up again, Carrie. But you’d better be sure about your motives for this trip. Fool me, by all means, but do not fool yourself. It never works out. I for one should know.”
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				Twelve.

				Thailand, September 2010

			
			It’s impossible to limit Thailand to just words, Johan emailed the night before I flew out to meet him.

			
				Thailand is a feeling. It’s all your senses working at once. Even when you’re far away from the smell of cooking, or flowers, or drains, or exhaust fumes, it has its own unique smell. You’ll see things you’ve never seen before and you’ll hear things you’ll never hear anywhere else. And the things you will taste! It’s the finest food on earth. I love you. Fly safe.

			

			We had been together three months, and I was intoxicated. Much to my mother’s disappointment, I’d shelved plans to work abroad in favor of a surgical reg job at St. Mary’s in Paddington and I’d moved in—officially now—to Johan’s flat. My core training was over and I had three weeks of total freedom before I began my specialist training. Life felt very sweet.

			The taxi ride from Bangkok airport was everything Johan had said it would be. Illuminated signs and video screens blazed through tangled cables, dank alleys, traffic lights clogged with tuk-tuks. On the radio, the Black Eyed Peas and Eminem segued into Thai folk with quivering, melancholic female vocals. At a busy intersection I opened my window and damp heat rolled in with the smell of sewage and burned sugar. An advertising screen across the road showed a bunch of men dressed as chickens. Behind them, high-rise blocks reached upward, holding balcony after balcony of clothes drying on hanging rails.

			The advertising screen changed, offering sweets, then beauty products, then something unidentifiable in a carton. Everywhere, rainpools steamed. It was monsoon season and the bloated sky seemed ready to explode.

			We’d booked a midrange hotel two streets back from the river, somewhat misleadingly named the River Paradise Lodge. It was a nice place, though: a terra-cotta low-rise centered around a pretty courtyard where signs instructed me to “deeply relax and enjoy the bounty.” I tried to enjoy the bounty for a while, but within fifteen minutes I was on my feet. The afternoon was burning on toward evening and I wanted to see more, to get some sense of scale. There was still time to kill before Johan arrived.

			After a short walk I found myself at the edge of the Chao Phraya River, in the shadow of a five-star megahotel. I stood by the brown mass of water for a while, watching tourist boats, army barges, river taxis plow slowly upstream. The sky was covered in thick, ominous cloud and the air so humid my clothes were already damp to touch.

			I felt small, standing there. As a core trainee that feeling hadn’t been unusual, but I’d still been on the front line, making a difference to peoples’ lives. Here, I was no more than a speck.

			I went back to the River Paradise to check if Johan’s flight had landed. It had, twenty-seven minutes ago, which meant my wait would soon be over. My body began to hum with anticipation.

			I walked to the backpacker area, down Soi Rambuttri and into the Khao San Road. I wandered in a daze through stalls of belts, T-shirts, friendship bracelets. There were kiosks selling pad thai for seventy pence and massage shops full of seemingly enormous European girls being massaged by petite Thai women. I hovered next to a bar with free Wi-Fi to check my phone but there was nothing from Johan yet, just a string of emails from Imperial College Trust about my contract and an offer of sex from a friend at medical school who went through his little black book of commitment-phobic women on a monthly rotation. I ignored it. I’d be with Johan soon. I couldn’t stop smiling.

			Darkness began to settle, although if the air had cooled I couldn’t feel it. Under strings of fairy lights there were stalls of sliced fruit tightly cling filmed in ice carts, marinated balls of unidentifiable meats on sticks, piles of knockoff designer handbags wrapped in cellophane. Above me twisted the same filthy tangle of cables and wires I’d followed on every street from the airport. The air smelled of meat, unfamiliar herbs and spices, incense.

			I needed to eat. I wandered back to Soi Rambuttri, where I’d feel less conspicuous eating alone if Johan didn’t turn up. I sent him a message from a pretty restaurant under a spreading tree, sharing my location.

			I was still heavy with exhaustion and brain fog. It had been many years since I’d given up caffeine, beyond the occasional cup of tea—any kind of stimulant impeded my steady-handedness as a surgeon—but in this moment I could readily understand why many of my colleagues survived on coffee, Red Bull, even the odd recreational drug.

			The humidity thickened in my lungs. I couldn’t think straight. Where was he? It was out of character for him not to message me. He’d been messaging nonstop from Yangon Airport.

			At the end of the street, some fifteen meters away, there was a kebabed alligator on a cart. I watched the customers—mostly male tourists—as they laughed, fascinated, terrified, watching their dinner being carved into a plastic box.

			A slim girl gave me a laminated menu full of amusing English translations and photographs of food.

			Across the road, two meaty-armed men made short work of long glasses of Chang, filmed with condensation. Between them sat a local girl of indeterminate age. They both had a hand on her thighs. Revolted, I turned back to my menu. The time difference, the adrenaline, the sheer otherness of this place was making me panic. Where was he? Had something happened? It was nearly eight thirty.

			The waitress came back and I ordered green curry, because it felt like an obvious thing to do. She brought me a vodka and Coke, which I knew to be a mistake the moment I smelled it.

			I leaned forward on my knees, trying to clear my head. Maybe I should go back to the hotel.

			Then, suddenly: him. Kneeling down in front of me, brilliant eyes smiling. His hand, so familiar, on my hot, tired leg.

			“I’m sorry, Carrie. It took ages to get my dive kit through customs. Then I had to get it into a storage place.”

			He kissed me, asked how I was feeling, and I reflexively answered, “Good.”

			“Really?” He laughed gently.

			I shook my head.

			He didn’t need to ask what was wrong. He’d done jet lag before, many times. He just came and sat beside me at our little pink table.

			“I ordered food,” I said, pathetically. “I should have waited, I’m sorry. I just felt…”

			“Hungry and tired,” Johan offered, and I nodded.

			He took my hand. On the screen across the road Robbie Williams was riding a black horse through a snowy mountain range, looking brooding and ridiculous. I could vaguely hear the words of his song above the voices around us, the sounds of people from around the world coming together to eat and drink. A stray dog paused to look at us for a moment before moving on to eat some spilled rice.

			“We’ll take it easy,” Johan said, smiling right at me, and I had never loved him more. “Food, sleep, some carefully considered sex, minimal sightseeing. Until Carrie Cole is back in the saddle, and then I imagine she’ll have her own agenda.”
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			Thirteen.

			The next morning Johan tried to go to Chinatown without me. One of his dive team in Myanmar had a relative who owned a shop there, and Johan had promised to deliver jaggery balls to the owner’s five-year-old son.

			I should have been suspicious—he never normally tried to do anything without me. But I wasn’t looking for signs. I was just on holiday in Bangkok, absurdly happy to see him after an absence of nearly three weeks.

			And so, when he suggested I go for a massage or even a sleep while he made the delivery, I refused. “Since when was I someone who gets massages?”

			Johan laughed. “You need a massage more than anyone I know, Carrie Cole. But that aside, Chinatown is intense. And the first thing you said when you woke up was, ‘I am jet-lagged to all hell, go away and stop talking to me.’ ”

			That silenced me. I loved the way he quoted my own unreasonable words back to me. I loved that nothing seemed to disturb him the way it did me, nothing seemed to linger for long. “OK,” I conceded. I tried and failed to stop myself smiling. “But I’m here to see you. Let’s go to Chinatown together now. Then get a massage together later.”

			

			—

			He was right, of course. I wasn’t ready for Chinatown. I was still suspended in the woozy chamber of jet lag, unready for a place in which nothing—absolutely nothing, not one sight or sound—was identifiable. It was an entirely foreign world within an already foreign world, nothing like the orderly Chinatown I’d visited in London with Maya and Mum. This place was teeming, the streets lined with shops selling items I couldn’t ever hope to recognize, the air perilous with new, strange smells. Dead, plucked ducks hung in windows with their beaks folded and clipped down; intestines were coiled next to birds’ nests made of swallow saliva. Unfamiliar vegetables were being chopped on aluminum tables out in the street while black pigeons fought over the spills. People, people everywhere, eating bowls of noodle soup, dried fish, white sticky globes in stews.

			Every now and then I would see something familiar—the word fish, a pile of Dove soaps in a shop window—but beyond those few token things, I could have been on the moon. I held onto Johan’s hand as he ducked under verandas and stepped over stray dogs.

			“OK?” he asked.

			“Never better.”

			He just laughed, as usual.

			After ten minutes’ walk through that hot, unfamiliar-smelling air, Johan found what he was looking for: a café bar selling cups and bowls of something milky. “This is it,” he said, pleased, although something about his body language felt off. He was looking at a shop across the road, a dark, unlit cavern of a place with what looked like deep fat fryer baskets hanging around the doorway. Near the entrance a man crouched on the floor, welding what I thought might be a large galvanized watering can.

			I looked around the café bar. The walls were white, with painted pictures of happy people drinking the milky substance out of cups. Every seat was taken, even though it was ten in the morning. The white liquid must be good. It was being slurped with straws, eaten from bowls with spoons, with or without floating balls. The menu featured several hundred different pictures, none of which my brain recognized.

			“It’s a soy milk bar,” Johan said. “My colleague told me I had to come here for…hang on.” He consulted his phone. “For a cold soy milk with soft tofu and a hot patongo.” He glanced around at a metal cabinet by the door, packed high with golden fried balls of something. “Bingo! That’s the patongo. Kind of like a doughnut, with a coconut dip. Apparently they’re sensational. Can you order for us, and I’ll drop off the jaggery balls? It’s the shop across the road.”

			He pointed at the deep fat fryer basket place. Surprised, I looked across at it again. The walls and counters were lined with strange pieces of metal, possibly for catering.

			“Your dive colleague knows those guys?”

			“Yep. He’s Thai.” He got out his phone and showed me a photo message someone had sent him. It was indeed the shop we were looking at.

			Sparks flew from the welder’s tools. He wasn’t wearing a mask. A child sat near him, staring broodily across the road. “Is that the kid?”

			Johan shrugged. “Might be. I’ll find out. See you in a sec.”

			“OK. I’ll do my best,” I said, turning back to the menu. “But I take no responsibility for what we get.”

			He left, laughing. I watched him lope into the shop, unbothered by the strangeness of his surroundings. He crouched to talk to the welding man, who pointed toward the back of the shop, but before he’d even straightened up, a smart young woman appeared. She made straight for Johan and started talking to him. She was smiling; she briefly put a hand on his arm. Johan smiled back, because his default was always to smile, but he seemed taken aback. For a second his eyes veered across the road in my direction.

			The woman said something else, flicking a sleek ponytail over her shoulder. He looked at me again, then back to her. He gestured toward the back of the shop but she shook her head, still smiling, pointing at herself. A hand briefly on his arm again. Even from across the street I could see how immaculate she was, how out of step with the chaotic, cluttered surroundings of the shop.

			“Hello?” a voice said behind me, and I turned to the kindly woman at the counter, who helped me order what Johan had said we needed. She spoke English, and she was patient as I buffooned with my wallet of unknown currency.

			When I looked for Johan again he was further back in the shop, talking to someone standing under a dim hanging bulb. It didn’t seem to be the woman; she had gone. Out in the street, loud music started from somewhere. I could only see Johan faintly, obscured now and then by passing tuk-tuks and flags and people queuing behind me, but I sensed something wasn’t right.

			I wish I could somehow have known, in that moment, what was happening, because it was the beginning of our end. I wish I’d run over and put a stop to it all. But I couldn’t know, didn’t know—and I still don’t know, to this day—what took place in that shop.

			A moment or two later, he reappeared.

			“Everything OK?” I asked. He spotted a couple leaving a table near the counter and steered us over.

			“I think so,” he said. “It wasn’t quite the warm welcome my colleague said I’d get. And the kid did not seem bothered by the jaggery balls. I was told he’d be bouncing off the ceiling when I turned up. Nobody makes jaggery balls like the Burmese, apparently.” He shrugged, said something in Swedish that apparently shared some basic DNA with you win some, you lose some, and I let it go.

			The soy milk drinks and patongos were delicious. We explored the nearby shops, filling Johan’s now-empty bag with Chinese lanterns, friendship bracelets, and beads of all colors for his best friend’s kid back in Sweden. We photographed birds’ nests and shark fins and stood for ages in a small temple under hundreds of swaying lanterns, the air oddly silent save for what sounded like a shop-counter bell. We made up a story about Kiri and Bastard, two dogs we’d dreamed up, and had to leave the temple because we were laughing too much. Then we went back to our hotel and slept all afternoon, because the rain had returned and besides, it was too hot to do anything else.

			When I woke he was standing by the window, looking out. There was no view to speak of, just a wall a few meters away with rain hurtling past, but I sensed he wasn’t really looking anyway.

			“Everything all right?”

			“Oh, hey. Yes,” he said, but there was a small pause, and I knew he was lying.

			I asked if he was sure, just like we always do when we really mean, I am unsettled by your mood, please tell me what’s happening. And he said he was sure, like we always do, when we are not OK but haven’t yet found the words to explain why.

			

			—

			He was still off when we went out that evening. I suggested the night market but he said it would be crawling with tourists, and how about we went to one of the go-go bar districts?

			“Really?”

			“Why not!”

			“I didn’t have you down as a go-go bar kind of a guy,” I said, after a pause.

			“I’m not. But do you not find the whole thing quite fascinating? As a cultural phenomenon?”

			“Er…Well, no.”

			He laughed, but it wasn’t the infectious barrel-roll of sound I’d come to love.

			“We don’t have to, if you’re not keen,” he said, coming over to me. I was sitting on the edge of the bed, a towel around my middle. “I’ve just always found these sorts of places fascinating.”

			“No, I’ll come…”

			“We can call it research,” Johan said.

			“What are we researching? Sex? I think we’re very good at that already.”

			He smiled. “Me too.” He rubbed his right eye, which, I’d noticed, had been twitching.

			“Rubbing it won’t help,” I said.

			He laughed weakly. “Yes, Doctor Carrie.” He sat down next to me. “What I probably need to do is take a rest.”

			“Have you had much time off since you flew out?”

			He shook his head. “I can only dive for two hours at a time, but there’s been a lot of other stuff. I haven’t stopped at all.”

			I squeezed his leg. “Perhaps we should just stay in.”

			“Maybe. But I want to go out too. Shall we?”

			I started laughing. “Oh, for God’s sake. Fine. Yes. We’ll go out.”

			And so off we went, into the boiling evening.

			

			—

			I followed him down a bustling street where sex workers shared the pavement with food stalls and vendors of fake designer belts. We tried and failed to find a bar with space in the window for people watching, and then, because the evening wasn’t really taking shape, walked around Nana Plaza, where music pounded and girls danced on eight-inch heels, looking confusingly carefree and happy. Those not performing hung in groups, laughing and cackling, seemingly without a care in the world. From all directions, men watched.

			“Why are we here?” I asked eventually. Johan had barely said a word since we’d got off the Skytrain, but he kept scanning around, as if he was waiting for someone—or being followed. There were probably just as many tourists as there would have been at the night market, but here they were mostly male and mostly disgusting. I could not understand why he’d wanted to come, and I told him as much. “I might be twenty-seven, but I’m embarrassingly poorly traveled,” I said. “Really, Johan, I’m fine with the beaten path. What’s going on?”

			For what seemed like a long time he looked straight at me, unsmiling. Then his eyes slid off left, as if he was trying to find the right words.

			I waited, frightened now.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “There has been something going on. You’re right.”

			“What?”

			He sighed. “So, our fixer in Myanmar called when I—”

			“Hang on. What’s a fixer?”

			“Oh, like a local person who sorts everything out for you when you’re doing a job in a foreign country. This guy does a lot of work with news crews, aid agencies, all sorts.”

			“OK.”

			“Anyway. He called last night.” He paused. “I don’t fully understand it. But it seems he bribed someone to get our diving permits. It’s standard practice, apparently; he has to do it all the time because otherwise they take months to go through and a lot of the applications just get ‘lost.’ ”

			“Right…?”

			“But the official he bribed has just been arrested for something. I don’t know what. But I imagine it’s a lot bigger than getting our diving permits through more quickly than usual.”

			“OK…”

			“And he—our fixer, I mean—he’s worried. He said the guy who’s been arrested has been throwing out names left, right, and center of people who’ve bribed him, accusing them of far more serious bribes and frauds than they actually committed.”

			“Is your fixer in trouble? Are you?”

			“I’d have thought that a bunch of geeky archaeological divers are of zero interest to the authorities. But I don’t know. He’s going to email an update, hopefully tonight.”

			A Britney Spears track came pounding on in the bar behind Johan. The lights changed to blue and a bunch of dancers started a routine for the rash of men dotted around on bar stools. Johan didn’t seem to notice. He was staring blankly at the busy street behind me.

			“You seem worried,” I said. I reached forward and held a hand on his cheek for a moment.

			“I am, a bit. He just sounded…really weird. He basically said I had to ‘lie low’ while he got on top of this. Like, not hang out in the obvious places.”

			“You mean, he thinks someone could be looking for you? The police?”

			“I don’t know. That’s the problem. All I have to go on is a stressy voicemail.”

			“OK. I…wow. Is that why you brought me here?”

			Johan frowned. “Sort of. Although it was a bad choice. I forget these places are just as full of tourists as anywhere else.”

			“It’s OK. You panicked. I’m sure I’d have come up with an even more harebrained scheme.”

			He smiled gratefully.

			“Is he shady too, do you think? The fixer?”

			Johan shook his head. “Oh, no. I mean, you could argue he’s a bit shady if he’s paying bribes, but that’s just how it goes out there. He’s trusted by all the aid agencies. And he’s just a sound guy. I really like him.”

			“So…?”

			“So I’m worried that they’re threatening him, I suppose. I just didn’t like how freaked out he sounded.”

			He ran a hand through his hair, watching a man negotiate with a sex worker. “And for what it’s worth, Carrie, you’re right. This area is not ‘interesting.’ It’s just sex. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought you here.”

			“It’s OK.”

			“I should have just told you everything in the first place.”

			“Always tell me,” I said. I took his hands in mine. “I’m surprised you didn’t.”

			Johan watched me for a while, then pulled up a weak smile. “I’m sorry. I just—it’s your first time here. Your first time traveling anywhere this far. I didn’t want to…”

			“I’m not a child,” I said. “Johan, I’ve watched people’s organs shut down. Seen them bleed out and die. I had to save the life of a man who’d done an unforgivable thing just a few weeks ago. And yes, I’ve been too focused on my career to travel a great deal, but that does not make me unworldly. I really don’t need protecting.”

			“I know.”

			“Let’s go back to the hotel,” I said. “We can get a good sleep and start over tomorrow.”

			Johan studied me for a few more seconds, then nodded. “Thank you,” he said. He leaned in and kissed me, then hugged me, hard. “I love you, Carrie.”

			We went back to our room, had another shower, and checked emails before going down for food. Mum had emailed Johan to check all was well, in the absence of any contact from me—although really, I think she had simply developed a crush on him, like everyone else, and was enjoying the contact. Mum seldom worried about my whereabouts.

			More importantly, Johan had had a text from his fixer. “It’s all OK,” he said, reading fast. “It’s all…Hang on…”

			I went over and read the message over his shoulder.

			Hi mate, it began. Thanks for your message and please don’t worry—I deal with this sort of thing every day. Thankfully the guy in question has left me out of his show-and-tell, which is great. It was all getting a bit hairy! I’ve got you all properly sorted now; you’ll be covered by new permits from Sept 17th onward, so take a few extra days enjoying Thailand with your girlfriend. And no, nothing else to worry about.

			“There it is,” Johan said. I felt him relax as he read and reread the message, then tossed his phone onto the bed. “And I knew it, really. I’m just the guy hoovering the seafloor.”

			I told Mum I was fine so she wouldn’t email Johan again, then changed my flights to make use of the unexpected extra few days Johan had before his new permit started.

			Then we went downstairs and drank cocktails, delirious with heat and tiredness and the relief of reconnection. There was to be no rain for three days, a Czech engineer told us. He was off to Koh Tao for a few days’ diving.

			“How about it?” Johan said, later on. “You could get your open water certificate. The diving’s incredible around there.”

			And I said yes without hesitation, because that was the kind of person I was becoming.
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			Fourteen.

			Across the sea from the little bungalow resort we’d booked on Koh Samui was an uninhabited island. I never asked the staff what it was called; details never matter when you’re happy. But it’s this island my mind returns to when it strays back to that time. To sunlight stippled across its dense trees, rainstorms battering it before coming over to batter us. It was the last thing I saw before I left the morning after Johan was taken.

			We’d booked a few days on Koh Samui before taking the ferry up to Koh Tao to dive. After two days lazing on the beach I arranged for us to go over and explore the island opposite. The owner of the bungalows, Mandi, a German woman who’d recently left behind her finance career to buy this resort, had asked me if she could tag along. She’d only been running the place for two months and had not taken any time off. I’d hesitated before saying yes. Mandi had yet to stop talking since we’d arrived, and had even followed me into the meditation hut when I’d slid off there for some peace. But I saw many elements of my sister in this impulsive, adventurous woman with poor social boundaries, and of course Johan was never bothered by anyone. So I said yes.

			Johan’s marriage proposal was neither particularly romantic nor private, but it was perfect. Over the appalling noise of the longtail boat engine and Mandi’s nonstop commentary, amid black clouds of diesel fumes and the first smattering of rain, Johan put his arms around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulder. “I don’t want you to go home,” he said.

			I smiled, leaning back into him. A fat raindrop fell squarely on my forehead.

			“And I really don’t want to go back to Myanmar without you.” He kissed the side of my neck and said, as quietly as he could, “I want to be with you forever, Carrie. You and me. What do you think?”

			I turned around, incredulous. “Did you just…Was that a marriage proposal?”

			He laughed, then stopped. “Actually, yes.”

			The smile fell from my face.

			“Yes. I had planned something a bit more romantic, but why not? I want to be with you every day until I’m an old man, Carrie. The past few months have been the best of my life. I don’t need a sunset.”

			We stared at each other for a few moments, then smiled, both of us uncertain. “Did you mean that?” I asked. “Is this…real?”

			“It is for me if it is for you.”

			He took my hands, smiling still. “I am not a romantic but I desperately love you,” he said. “So forgive me such an unrehearsed proposal. But I mean it. I absolutely want to marry you. If nothing else, I think the sight of a ring on your finger will remind you to leave work and come home at the end of your shift.”

			“I wouldn’t count on it,” I said, but I found I was on the verge of tears.

			Johan was nervous now, his eyes searching mine for a sign. “I love you,” he repeated softly.

			A gigantic bird wheeled in toward us before veering away sharply. The man driving the boat had no idea what was happening, but Mandi was staring at us in astonishment.

			Unprompted, I started laughing. After a few seconds Johan followed suit. “Yes,” I said, kissing him. I kissed him again and again. “Yes.” Then we held each other tightly, and Mandi began clapping.

			“Let me be your wedding person!” Mandi shouted, after what she probably believed to be a respectful silence. She was on her feet, lurching toward us. The longtail bucked. We had exited the bay and were now on open water. “I trained as a…oh, what is the English word…trauredner…the person who does a marriage…”

			“A priest?!”

			“No! No…”

			“Oh…like a minister? Or celebrant?”

			“Ja! Celebrant! I trained as a celebrant before I left Germany! I thought it would be a useful asset to the business. So I can do the weddings on the beach!”

			I would have preferred an official wedding, had we been back in our normal lives, but this felt both insane and perfect. We looked questioningly at each other and then nodded at the same time.

			“OK,” Johan said to her. “You’re hired!”

			Mandi didn’t miss a beat. “OK! Tomorrow?”

			“No!” Johan yelled, just as I shouted “Yes!”

			He frowned. “Really? Tomorrow?!”

			“Yes!” The wind had joined forces with the cacophonous boat engine. “If I die learning to dive on Koh Tao, I want to be married to you first!”

			And so it was set. We would get married on the beach the next day, and Mandi would do the deed.

			On the island, Mandi took photos of us together and then dragged Johan off for some solo pictures in front of a cave. “He is so good to look at,” she told me apologetically. “And this is such a good story for our social media. Can I please…?”

			I stood back, looking over the water toward our resort, hugging myself. The rain had already passed and above me the sky was swept nearly clean, only the tiniest stings of cloud remaining.

			A wedding. A marriage. A lifetime. All of this was right. All of it was meant to happen.

			Off to my left, Johan was negotiating his way out of Mandi’s photoshoot, asking to be able to talk to his fiancée. Above me, the palm trees lilted happily; the world turned.

			Those palm trees would often crop up in my frenzied thinking when I was trailing around Bangkok trying to find someone, anyone, who could tell me why Johan had been removed from me by armed men. When I had nightmares or flashbacks, those happily swaying trees always came first.

			

			—

			That evening we went to a night market forty minutes away on a moped. Johan smiled good-naturedly through the tourist shops, which I loved, and talked to the mangy dogs wandering in from the beach.

			“Beautiful ring for your girlfriend,” a man on a stall said, sweeping an arm across his wares. Behind him, a woman fed baby twins at the same time as if it were the easiest thing in the world. And so Johan went off to the cash machine. He bought me a slender silver ring holding a little piece of jade, and I loved it from the moment he picked it up.

			We wandered hand in hand through the stalls, beads of sweat on our brows illuminated by the festoon lights. Above us, paper lanterns swayed and pale stars hung in a darkening sky. I didn’t look where I was going and stepped in a dank puddle containing fish heads from a food stall, but I didn’t care. Someone would have a tap.

			And they did, at a shop on a junction in the road. I hosed down my leg, leaning against Johan. When I looked up, there it was—my wedding dress.

			I no longer own it; I think Maya must have thrown it away when I was at the lowest point of my depression, but I remember every detail of it. Like the others on the rail, it was short and cheaply made from thin jersey, but unlike the others it was not spangled with lurid prints or metallic thread. It was white with black spots, two straps that crossed over at the back, and although I’d never have worn it at home it was exactly what I needed.

			“Look away!” I said. “I’ve located my gown!”

			I carried it home in a blue plastic bag.

			The storm sent its first tentative smatterings across the beach as we arrived back at our bungalow and we fell asleep early, on our last night together, lulled by the steady rhythm of rain on a reed roof.
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			Fifteen.

			Mandi, who had done her celebrant training just three months earlier, said she was “still fresh” and in no need of a ceremony script. “I can improvise,” she said breezily, as if talking about a minor speech on a hen night. Johan’s mouth twitched dangerously as he watched me trying to make peace with the idea.

			Of course I told them both I was fine with it all, but Johan just laughed, and then I laughed, too, because there really was no point trying to hide any part of myself from him. Mandi told me she had once been like me and that she was finding small doses of psychedelic drugs to be very helpful with Letting Go.

			“Mandi, I’m a surgeon. Psychedelic drugs are off the table.”

			“Ah,” she said. “Then you will be like this forever, I think. I am sorry.”

			Mandi spent the entire afternoon at the bar drinking mojitos, watching the storm. By the time we ventured out onto the damp beach she was howling drunk. There were many long freestyles and off-scripts. My favorite, I think, was, “Do you, Carrie, take…ah…this guy…I’m sorry. I have actually forgotten your name. To me you are just the Hot Swede.”

			Johan’s speech was beautiful. I think everyone fell in love with him a little, especially when he included a few lines from a poem called “The Road Not Taken.” Those of us present loved it so much we had asked him to recite the whole thing—which, astonishingly, he was able to do—and then he hooked a finger under the strap of my spotted dress and said, “This woman is destined for big things. In fact, she is already a Big Thing, with a big brain and an even bigger heart—not to mention a very big career. With Carrie I am my best self; it is that simple. I am often surprised that she is able to find time in her schedule for me—a mere mortal—but until things get really bad and she wishes to schedule in sex via her secretary, I feel like the luckiest man alive.”

			Then came the food, which I’d negotiated with the chef that morning. She’d wanted to go all out on what sounded like a splendid feast but, given that I was offering her no time to get to a market, had had to settle on noodle salad, chicken pandan leaves, and fish cakes to start, followed by prawn pad thai. Pad thai was not what anyone should be eating at a wedding, she said sadly, but I was delighted.

			We ate on the beach as the sun began to set. Johan ate with one hand because he wouldn’t take his arm from my shoulders. He dropped kisses on my head all the way through our dinner, which we shared with the seven other guests staying at the resort plus Mandi and the staff—Kulap, Than, and Anchali. A collection of beach dogs came and went. The evening passed in flashes of luminous, post-rain sun and welcome breezes, the sky layered orange and charcoal.

			After dinner Johan and I walked down to the sea, holding hands. A warm wind was sweeping out any last strains of the storm.

			“We did it,” he said, squeezing my hand. I looked down at my toes in the darkening water. I hadn’t had so much as a pedicure for my big day.

			Johan took off his waistcoat and hung it on the hull of a longtail.

			“Doesn’t the air feel amazing?” he asked, holding out his arms to the warm night.

			“Everything feels amazing.”

			He nodded, looking up at the stars.

			“This really is the best day of my life,” I said. I picked up his hand and kissed it. “If we’d had a proper wedding at home I’d have made myself ill preparing. This is—this is just perfect. I love you, Johan. I love us. I love absolutely everything.”

			

			—

			Soon after, I called my sister, who was meditating by her lake in Colorado (with her phone on). She screamed, then cried, then screamed again. We spent some time laughing over what Mum would have to say about my failing to learn from her mistakes and giving in to patriarchal tradition, but I felt moved to change the subject after a while. Johan had brought about a shift in the way I’d come to see my mother; the conversation didn’t quite feel right. Then Maya said she was going to have to find the money to fly over to London to celebrate me when I got back, and I said I’d go halves with her because it suddenly felt terrible to have done this without my sister.

			I did try Mum, who didn’t answer, but I got through to Dad. “Oh, Carrie,” he said, after a long pause. Even accounting for that delay on the line—Dad was in Bangladesh on a work trip—I could hear the raw edge of emotion in his normally steady voice. “Oh, my darling. I’m so happy. So very, very happy. You deserve nothing but joy.”

			He made me promise to have photos in his inbox by the next morning.

			“Somebody get the groom a drink!” Mandi yelled when I ended the call. She was pointing at me. “She has been on the phone for too long!”

			I hesitated. I’d taken a couple of photos of our wedding dinner but I didn’t yet have one of Johan and me as bride and groom to send to Dad. “I’m just going to get my camera…” I began, as Mandi held out a large cocktail.

			Then—“Fuck it,” I said. “I’ll have a drink first.”

			I took the cocktail and rejoined the party, promising myself I’d get someone to photograph us later.

			It never happened.

			Our one day of marriage was recorded only by the cameras of strangers whose names I don’t remember, whose contact details I never took. To this day I still don’t know what we looked like together in our wedding outfits, Johan and Carrie, bound up in all that joy.

			

			—

			Later, the music was turned right down. Night drew curtains around us and the mood changed. Our wedding became a sea of candles, fairy lights, and beautiful music, none of which I’d heard before. Johan tried and failed to build a small bonfire on the still-wet beach. Mandi finally passed out on one of the day beds and Rodrigo, a Brazilian gentleman of indeterminate age, assumed responsibility at the bar. The staff were smoking weed by the pool, giggling frequently. Johan was with them, lying back against one of the triangular pillows dotted around, alternately watching the stars and me. He wasn’t smoking. “I’m already happy,” he said whenever they tried to pass him the joint.

			I was being taught Ashtanga yoga by a pixie-like Welsh girl called Jess. She told me Ashtanga was a lifelong journey of learning, that there was no moment at which anyone “got it”; but she also acknowledged that I was an unusually poor student.

			Then Johan was next to me, sliding an arm around my waist. “Hello, wife,” he whispered.

			“I’m busy,” I told him, trying without success to stick my leg straight out in front of my body.

			“Oh, wife,” he sighed, laughing into my hair. “Did I mention that I expect dinner on the table by six p.m.?” His breath smelled of mojitos and, God, he was so beautiful.

			“You’re going to be bitterly disappointed,” I sighed, giving up on the Ashtanga at last. I cast about for my drink, and Johan handed me his. I took a long sip and then winced; Rodrigo was not fucking around back there behind the bar. He’d changed the soundtrack to reggae now and was swaying to the bass while pouring most of a rum bottle into a cocktail mixer.

			“I have only three meals in my repertoire, and two are frozen,” I said. “But I do offer upper GI surgery and hot sex.”

			He laughed, kissed me. Together we examined the rings on our fingers. How they looked with our hands together, apart. “We’re married,” I said. “We’re married! Just look at this! Look at our beautiful wedding!”

			We stared out at the lone squid boat, a bright flare of hope bleeding into the liquid black.

			We heard the opening bars of “Something About the Way You Look Tonight,” and I turned to look at my husband. He looked up at the speakers, then back at me. He tipped his head slightly, as if to say, Shall we? And I smiled: Yes.

			How I wish I’d known that we were in our final few minutes together. There would be no frozen dinners in our London flat, no gratis surgery.

			

			—

			
			The police task force was already approaching as we began to dance in the cooled sand. They were wending their way along the coast toward us, silent pathogens: two miles, then one mile, then here.

			They arrived without sirens as I leaned into my new husband, as he moved his hands across my back. The first we knew of them was the strobing of the beach in red and blue light.

			We recognized them as police vans only when they came to a dramatic halt next to reception. The small statue of Buddha sitting in a miniature pool was obscured by the dark-green khaki of armed men running, shouting. There was a family in one of the bungalows; the parents had put their two children to bed earlier and had been by the pool together, talking quietly, holding hands. Now they ran, wild-eyed with fear, to protect their children.

			A kid’s bike was hurled into the bushes by one of the policemen. Rodrigo, behind the bar, had his hands over his head. For a moment I thought they’d come for him; he suddenly seemed like someone who knew all too well what to do when a task force arrived.

			Jess, the Welsh yoga teacher, was screaming, crouched down behind a sun lounger. And then it was me screaming as I realized it was my new husband they were here for, as they ran toward us, shoved me to one side, and grabbed him, a terrible miscellany of guns pointing at his head. At Johan.

			They threw him up against the wall of the meditation room, yelling. Seconds later, he was being dragged up past the bar, past reception. Trying to follow them, I was thrown back with great force by one of the officers, then held back by Mandi. I had no trouble shaking her off and running to the van they were putting my husband in. But—and I would replay the moment for hundreds of hours to come, hundreds of days—it was already done. He was already in; the door was shutting on his terrified face and the policemen were jumping back into the van. I remember the driver removing his helmet as it began to pull away. His combat helmet, worn alongside a bulletproof vest and a belt of weapons to arrest an unarmed man to whom I’d just said I do.

			They drove at speed up the drive, me following, and then they pulled away on the main road.

			And thus it was done. Atomized, incinerated. The one day Johan Kullberg had been my husband.
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				Sixteen.

				Now: Stockholm, January 2023

			
			Twelve and a half years after that night, I find myself in Stockholm Arlanda: my first time in a foreign airport since becoming a mother. My phone takes a while to pick up a local signal, and a sudden desperation to connect with my children vaults in my chest. I’ve never been this far away from them.

			I turn my phone off and on again, striding at unnecessary speed through arrivals. Outside, there is snow on the ground. As we came in to land we passed over endless pine forests and scattered archipelago islands in gray-black water. This place is already everything I imagined Sweden to be, and I haven’t even left the airport.

			“They’ve really got their act together,” Robin said this morning at five thirty, as I was leaving for the long journey to Heathrow. “Everything works there. We think this island of ours is the last word in modern living, but go to Sweden and you’ll realize what a shambles this country is. And they’re all very good-looking. They speak incredible English…” He didn’t stop talking. I think he was nervous.

			When I left he grabbed my hand and held it, tightly, for a long time.

			“You don’t have to go,” he said. “If this feels like too much or if it triggers anything, just come back. I can drive to Heathrow to get you if you need me. OK?”

			“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Just please stay in touch with Nicola.”

			Dad’s been settled in his care home for three weeks now, and because he has no real idea what is happening, he’s mostly quite peaceful. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d resisted or become distressed. It would have been too much to bear.

			I have not found any peace with his move, no matter how entirely I accept its necessity. The thought of his books and pictures and piled-up newspapers with no Dad to read them or straighten them out, of his neatly rolled-up umbrellas and carefully polished shoes by the front door with no Dad to wear them, the knowledge that his day is filled with strangers speaking in bright, loud voices breaks my heart completely.

			To make matters worse, he got COVID almost as soon as he moved and, although it’s passed, it has wiped him out. Having been there every day since he moved, I am really not OK about leaving him, but he has Nicola and Maya, who’s postponed her return to the States until he’s better, and a large team of trained professionals. I have to trust them, just like I hope patients will soon trust me. He’d have wanted me to go.

			I check my phone again. Still no signal.

			I follow signs for baggage claim and toggle to a different service provider. Robin told me to do this—I don’t know anything about travel anymore. He gave me adaptor plugs and a luggage padlock and a bank card that didn’t charge for international transactions. The world has changed while I’ve been in my bunker.

			I spent time on the plane thinking about Robin. About why I haven’t told him about Johan getting out of Thailand, when our entire foundation has been built on trust. What would it matter to Robin, after all? Why would he care? Robin knows all about Johan and me. He knows I healed, eventually, that I came to hate the man for all he put me through. And he knows that I fell in love with him, Robin Carghill: honest and loyal in all the ways Johan had failed to be.

			I’ve resolved to tell him when I get back. Speak to him face-to-face about finding Johan on Roof, about all the shock and resentment it’s brought up. I’ll apologize for failing to talk to him straight away but I know he’ll understand. As Dell said, he’d probably have had the same emotional experience if he were in my shoes.

			I step forward with my new passport and say “Hej” to the man on border control, because that’s what it says at the entrance to Ikea, and I remind myself that all is well.

			My phone finally starts working as the luggage belt lurches into life. We have a lovely FaceTime, the kids in pajamas, Robin scraping melted cheese off the floor in the background. Maeve is singing at me, upside down on the sofa, and Raffy is patiently waiting for an opportunity to talk me through all thirty of the pictures he did at school today. They have a falling out over dessert choices and I have to end the call because my bag is coming. “Sorry!” I call to Robin, who can’t even hear me. But he texts to wish me a good first night and to let me know that Dad seems to be holding up. I miss and love you so much, he writes. It is just too weird, you not being here. Go and be brilliant, then please come back. xx

			And then I’m heading down to the airport train, way down underneath the airport, and I have nobody to look after, nobody to think about other than myself, for the first time in years.
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				Seventeen.

				Thailand, September 2010

			
			I arrived back in Bangkok at one o’clock the day after Johan was bundled into a police van by an armed task force. I had not yet been married twenty-four hours.

			We’d only left a week before, but in that time the city seemed to have swollen to triple intensity: the volume and heat dialed up, the scale dizzying. Exhaustion and panic almost overwhelmed me as I loaded our bags into the back of a taxi at Suvarnabhumi. The driver watched me curiously as I sat in the back seat, trying to give myself a Yanika-style pep talk through parched lips. My eyes were grotesquely swollen. I looked amphibious.

			I went straight to the British Embassy, because I had no idea what else to do. I was not a surgical registrar; I was a girl again, a girl longing for a parent to take charge of the situation.

			My body calmed a little as the taxi drove up to the embassy entrance, its driveway flanked by pink flowers and tropical trees. Around us in every direction the city shot up hungrily, noisily into the sky: office blocks, shopping centers, and the enormous stilted bulk of the Skytrain. This quiet old colonial building tucked away next to a giant intersection, all white stucco and ornate shutters, was a small oasis of hope.

			I will get help here, I thought, dragging our bags out of the taxi. The heat pressed in from all directions but I hauled the bags across the entrance veranda with renewed energy. Someone will tell me where Johan is and what I need to do to get him back.

			

			—

			Nobody was able to tell me where Johan was or what I needed to do to get him back. When I was finally seen, which took two hours, I was told that I needed to go to the Swedish Embassy instead.

			I took another taxi to the Swedish Embassy. The journey took forty-five minutes and cost more than three hundred baht. When I was dropped off I realized I was about five blocks down the road from where I had begun. As I dragged our bags up to another entrance hall, I began to cry.

			This time yesterday we had been dressing to get married.

			“Can I help at all?” a man’s voice asked. I looked up sharply. He sounded just like Johan.

			He was not Johan, of course, just a consular official, but he took me inside, sat me down in a small room, and went straight off to get help. I don’t remember his name anymore. He was the first of dozens of people whose names I knew for a few minutes, a few hours—days, in some cases. A wearying procession of people who wanted, but were unable, to help.

			This man came back and told me that the embassy had already been informed of Johan’s arrest, which was a good start. Sometimes it took days or even weeks. A more senior consular official was due to visit him tomorrow.

			“What? Where? Where is he?” I was high on sudden hope. “I have to go there! The diving permits were nothing to do with him—it’s his fixer they should be talking to! Johan didn’t even know about it until the other day!”

			The man considered this. “Johan is at Chakkrawat Police Station,” he told me, “In Chinatown. May I ask…Can you tell me what you mean? About permits? And what did you call this person—a fixer?”

			“There was some trouble with his permits in Myanmar,” I said, although something was feeling wrong now. “Someone was bribed or something, but Johan had no part in it. It was his fixer. Who’s since sorted it all out.”

			The man went silent for a while. He had a kind, round face with a curious shamrock-shaped birthmark on the side of his neck, and a tendency to pause before talking that reminded me a little of Dad.

			“I need to check my notes,” he said eventually. “Make sure everything we know matches with what you know.”

			While he was away I googled the police station Johan had been taken to. It looked clean and orderly, which I found comforting. But it remained incomprehensible that this was where Johan was. That they could have coordinated a major arrest all the way down on Koh Samui for a man who’d done nothing more than dive on a dodgy permit someone else had organized. His very presence there was to help preserve Myanmar’s heritage.

			The man came back. Johan had been taken to the police station in Chinatown because his alleged crime was committed in the vicinity, he said. It was meant to have happened just over a week ago.

			I’d been pacing until that point, but at this news I sat down. Something behind my eyes felt fizzy. “I…In Chinatown? What crime?” I asked. “Do you mean…Do you mean unrelated to the permits?”

			The man pursed his lips. “We do not have any information about an issue with permits,” he said. “The information that we have here is that he was arrested for drug trafficking.”

			“I…What?”

			He repeated himself, this time so quietly I could barely hear him. I couldn’t hear any of the sounds of this busy consular office now. Only the buzzing in my head, the placid gurgle of my empty stomach.

			“That’s impossible,” I told him. “We…got married yesterday. He doesn’t take drugs.”

			The man pursed his lips sympathetically and tilted his head to one side. He handed me a bottle of water, and I wondered how often he’d had to have these sorts of conversations, how many sympathy bottles he’d handed out.

			I tried again. “Are you sure? Drug trafficking is…well, it’s just a no. Impossible. I’ve been with him the whole time he’s been in this country.”

			Only I hadn’t, I realized, as the ground underneath me began to tilt.

			The man spoke up. His voice was gentle. I registered the beginning of cramping in my abdomen.

			“If that is true, then you should go to the police station and make a statement. You could help him.” He watched me for a moment. “You have been with him for all of the time he has been here in Thailand? He has not been on his own at all?”

			I am a doctor. The words slid into my consciousness as if on a screen. I couldn’t lie. Especially in a situation like this.

			“Apart from when he was traveling in from the airport,” I said. “That was the only time I wasn’t with him. But he was not doing a drug deal. He was getting his kit through customs. He’s a diver, you see; he had to bring some of his diving kit with him. There wasn’t anywhere he was willing to leave it in Myanmar, plus he was hoping to dive here…” The man was watching me sympathetically. “He was just getting his kit through customs and storing it in a lockup by the hotel. He told me,” I added, childishly.

			The man made a few notes in the large notebook he’d been carrying since he’d found me dragging bags through the entranceway.

			“I think you should just go to the police station and tell them everything you know,” he said.

			“But why haven’t they taken me in for questioning, too? Why didn’t they get a statement from me on Koh Samui?”

			The man held up his hands, as if to say, I’m afraid this is beyond my remit, but I could tell what he was thinking. They hadn’t bothered with me because I clearly had no knowledge of the crime, and somehow they already knew that.

			“Is he OK?” I heard myself asking. “Is he safe?”

			“He is not being tortured, if that is what you mean, although I cannot pretend that the conditions in police stations are good. I urge you to go there as soon as possible. If it turns out that you can help him, you must.”

			Soon after that, he explained apologetically that he had a long queue of Swedish nationals waiting for him, and that he had to go. “You are welcome to stay in touch,” he said, handing me a card. His name was Niklas Sundberg.

			And then I was outside again. Traffic roared in both directions as I dragged the bags up the Sukumvit Road toward Phloenchit. Above me the Skytrain rumbled, its pedestrian walkways hammered by the smart shoes of homeward bound workers.

			At a loss, I sat down on a wall and got out my phone. Who to call? What could anyone do, anyway?

			Someone, help me.

			I became aware, suddenly, of a hot stickiness between my legs. I must be a day early. I’d been planning to buy tampons today; we were going to have a lazy first morning as husband and wife before going into town in the early evening for dinner and supplies. Our first full day married.

			Blood began to seep through the thin fabric of my knickers.

			Someone, help me.

			I took the last sip of the Swedish Embassy water and found a sock near the top of my bag. I folded it, standing close to one of the giant concrete Skytrain girders, and stuffed it into my knickers.

			Mum, I thought suddenly. What would Mum do? She would not be standing on the side of a main road, spiraling. She’d be in motion.

			I stood up and walked to a break in the roadside barrier. Look for taxi. Raise arm.

			It worked. A taxi pulled over, the driver gesturing for me to move fast.

			Put bags in boot. Get in taxi.

			The interior of the car was blessedly soft and cool. I asked the driver to take me to Chakkrawat Police Station and then closed my eyes for a few moments, listening to the driver’s murmured conversation on his phone. Even if he drove me around on a three-mile loop like the last one had, I didn’t care.

			I thought about the soft cotton of Johan’s T-shirts, the earthy spruce smell of his skin, the laughter lines that transected his face even though he was only thirty. His fascination with me, his need for me, the way our bodies fitted together.

			In desperation I returned my thoughts to my mother. In the months Johan and I had been together, I’d seen more of her than in all the years I’d spent in London; they had formed a mutual fan club that had taken me entirely by surprise. Slowly, I’d come to welcome it. Johan’s open and uncomplicated admiration of Mum’s work, her energy, her spirit, had helped me see her once again as the woman I’d worshipped as a child, before Dad and Maya’s endless maligning—and, ultimately, Mum’s own repeated failures as a parent—had hardened that tender part of my heart.

			Years I’d spent, listening to talk of successful sit-ins and public letters, speeches and rallies and forced meetings with government officials. If anyone could advise me on my next move, it was Mum.

			I got my phone out and called her, but of course she didn’t answer. I left a voicemail.

			

			—

			The one English-speaking man at Chinatown police station said Johan was not there. He did not know where he might be.

			After ten minutes of me standing at the desk, begging him to find out where Johan was, he asked me to leave. “We very busy,” he said, indicating the two other people in the waiting room.

			Eventually I went off to a stairwell, which might or might not have been another waiting room, to try Mum again. As the call connected I stared at a bunch of framed pictures of former police chiefs, waiting for inspiration. All around me were Thai voices. Blood was beginning to seep through the sock in my knickers and my abdomen was knotted and angry.

			I found the other sock in my bag and cautiously pushed open the one door that wasn’t locked, hoping it might be a toilet.

			It wasn’t a toilet. It was a small room of holding cells. I stopped in the doorway, unnerved. Why was this accessible to the public?

			I stared at the cells. Chipped paint, no fans or windows, little more than five square feet of dirty floor space. Compared to the lobby outside, with its framed photos and air conditioning, the room was hellish, but I imagined the real cells, probably below ground level, would be a lot worse. This couldn’t be anymore than a processing space for new arrivals.

			I turned to the whiteboard next to me. It was covered in writing I couldn’t read, but there was one word I knew: farang.

			Johan. That was Johan. Foreigner.

			I stuffed the clean sock into my knickers and went back to the front desk, grateful for new faces: the shift had changed. The English-speaking woman at the desk knew who Johan was straight away. He was being interviewed, she said. Her facial expression was surprisingly sympathetic.

			About what? What the hell is happening here? I wanted to shout. Instead I asked, as politely as I could, when I would be able to talk to him.

			She turned around and said something to a colleague who was sitting in a giant swivel chair. After a brief consultation, she told me, “We don’t think you will be able to talk to him.”

			I took a deep breath and asked if I could talk privately to her. Surprisingly, she agreed, and we stepped back into the stairwell. Through an emergency exit, I could see the sky had turned pink. Night would soon fall and yet Johan was being held in this building, charged with drug trafficking. Across the road a shop turned on neon Coca-Cola lights. Tuk-tuks and mopeds buzzed past; the evening burned brazenly on.

			“I have about six thousand dollars in my bank account,” I said bluntly. “Can I help him get bail?”

			“Bail?”

			“I pay money so Johan can come home. Before he goes to court.”

			She smiled, although whether out of sympathy or derision I couldn’t tell. “He will be going to court every week for long time,” she said. “It is never possible to go home for his crime. He will go to court tomorrow, then Klong Prem after that.”

			Everything started to move slowly, even the fly hammering itself against the window between us and the front waiting area.

			“Klong Prem? Are you sure?”

			“Yes. Klong Prem.”

			It is in Klong Prem remand prison, crammed shoulder to shoulder with thirty other men in a four-man cell, a bucket for excrement, and little more than offal for food, that arrested Thais and foreigners will spend often two or three years while their court hearings and eventual trials rumble on, I’d read earlier.

			Sprawling, filthy, a “high-security nightmare,” it was—according to the ex-inmate whose memoir I’d read snippets of during my flight back to Bangkok—one of the darkest places on earth.

			I crouched down, suddenly, on the floor, hugging Johan’s bag.

			What had he done?

			The woman watched me, saying nothing.

			“I have money,” I whispered again, but she shook her head.

			“He is at court tomorrow. You cannot visit him at the police station or courthouse…But soon he will go to Klong Prem remand prison, and they have a visitor center there. Good luck.”

			I called after her to ask which courthouse, but my phone started ringing.

			“Carrie. I’m on my way to Heathrow,” was the first thing my mother said.
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			Eighteen.

			Mum arrived at lunchtime the next day, immaculate and raging, and stormed the embassies with the force of a siege. She couldn’t hear the word no. She wouldn’t leave, and she knew who to ask for next if the poor soul in front of her couldn’t help.

			My mother had arrived at precisely the right moment, for I no longer had capacity. After an hour at the embassy I went out to the tropical garden, where I sat by a dusty tree. To this day I don’t know who she spoke to or what she said, but within a few hours we were on the Skytrain, heading toward a district called Silom.

			“The courthouse is there,” Mum said. “I am told there are some holding cells outdoors that he’ll pass through before his hearing. If we need food or water, I can go. There will be no chance of you missing him that way.” She glanced at me. “But of course I am going to find a better solution. This is just for today, Carrie.”

			This was Mum in her truest self. The fire was within her; there was no burden of jet lag or fatigue. She had lived in Thailand for a few years before she met Dad, working with the rape victim charity, and her Thai was still more than adequate. I had never in my life been more grateful to have this woman for a mother.

			“Sayang,” Mum said softly as we hurtled above the chaotic streets. Outside our air-conditioned carriage, hot rain was emptying from a brown sky. “How are you feeling? Have you slept?”

			Sayang means love in Malay. Dear, precious, endless love. She hadn’t used this word with me in years. My eyes filled with tears.

			“Terrible, and no,” I said, wiping my eyes on a tissue she had been ready with all along. “Mum, what’s happening?”

			“Oh, Carrie,” she sighed. She put the tissue packet back in her bag and then turned back to look at me.

			I blew my nose. “Johan doesn’t use drugs. I’ve never even seen him smoking marijuana. He doesn’t use drugs and he certainly doesn’t sell them. But…”

			“But?”

			I had to tell her. I had to tell someone. “The thing is, he took far too long to get to me from the airport the night he arrived. I keep going over it in my head. And I’ve checked on a map; he would definitely have had time to make a detour to Chinatown to do whatever it was they think he’s done. But Mum, the thing is, he just wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. I know him.”

			Mum put a hand on my bare leg, then took it away.

			“Carrie,” she said softly. “My contact at the embassy went through back channels to find out for me. Possession of class A drugs. Not a huge quantity, but sufficient for it to be considered trafficking. And as far as the police are concerned, there’s no mistake. He’s who they were looking for. They just hadn’t found him yet. But then he used his bank card on Koh Samui to make a withdrawal. That’s how they found him.”

			I stared at her. “He made that withdrawal to buy my wedding ring,” I said. “He was just a guy at a night market, Mum, he wasn’t…he’s not…”

			The train whizzed on. Two young women in short skirts and chunky trainers were giggling at a magazine opposite us, not a care in the world. Beyond them, the sky was filthy brown for miles, rain hammering down.

			“I’m sorry,” Mum said.

			Tears began to fall down my cheeks again, but this time I didn’t stop them. I didn’t know how to use my hands anymore. My surgeon’s hands.

			I made myself think once again about our trip to Chinatown. About the strange furrow of Johan’s mood, that shop full of catering equipment. The well-dressed, very attractive woman who’d started talking to him when he went in to drop off sweets for that kid. She’d been oddly familiar with him, touching his arm, smiling, but he’d seemed anxious—unhappy, even—to see her.

			I relayed all of this to Mum, who listened keenly, asking me to repeat various details.

			“Can you describe the man and woman in the shop?”

			“The man who was welding at the front of the shop had slightly longer hair. Like, ear level? I can’t remember his face but I’d say he was maybe your age or thereabouts. I just don’t know, though.”

			Mum went silent while she wrote this down in her notebook. She always had multiple notebooks within reach. “And the others?” she prompted.

			I did my best to remember the others in the shop but I had nothing to offer, not even the color of their T-shirts.

			“The only details I remember are of the woman who talked to Johan—she was much more smartly dressed. She was wearing a skirt suit. Navy, I think.”

			Mum didn’t say anything. Her eyes were narrowed as she scanned the screen on the Skytrain; we were coming into a station.

			“The next stop is ours,” she said, turning back to me. I couldn’t remember the last time her presence had been such a comfort.

			“Could that woman have been something to do with this?” she asked me. “Do you think Johan was doing a handover with her?”

			“I mean…I suppose he could have. But I saw him put the jaggery balls in his bag. There could have been other things in there, I guess, but there certainly wasn’t space for some massive drug delivery.”

			Mum frowned. “I believe it wasn’t a big one. But they take illegal drugs very seriously here. You must know that.”

			I didn’t know anything anymore.

			“I think that woman is key,” Mum said. She wrote more notes in Malay. When we were young, Mum only ever used Malay in her notebooks. Maya was quite certain this was to stop any of us finding out what she was up to.

			“Sayang,” she said, putting her notebook away, “if I achieve nothing else in life, I will get to the bottom of what has happened. I’ll do everything in my power to help Johan. OK?”

			

			—

			Mum came good on that first day, just like she promised. With purpose and confidence she marched us right past the front of the Bangkok South Municipal courthouse, a clean white building by a stinking canal of blue-black scum. She marched us straight up to an area of broken concrete bordering the river, in the middle of which sat a squat building with barred windows. Inside it there were people. Not Johan—I ran to the windows when I saw silhouettes—but people, prisoners, awaiting hearings. People who might later leave and be replaced by him.

			“This is where we will stay,” she said. “All day. He will come eventually.”

			There was a round concrete table with curved benches next to the cells. It was littered with cigarette butts and grass grew in the large cracks. Near us, a long-abandoned ice-cream cart held filthy water above which a cloud of flies hovered, but the cell block itself was surrounded by well-tended pot plants, and there were shiny new plastic chairs under a blue parasol, presumably for guards.

			The sun beat down; the court’s aircon units roared. Prisoners came and went. Some guards handled them more roughly than others. I kept myself busy counting the fiber-optic cables that ran from concrete post to concrete post by the canal.

			Mum got us food and flimsy plastic bottles of cold water. She talked from time to time to the guards, but they were unable to tell her when, or even if, Johan would come. On one of her trips, she brought back a mobile phone. “We need a local number,” she said, opening up a sim card from a plastic package. “If we can somehow get Johan an English-speaking lawyer, they’ll need to be able to call us.”

			I sat up. “You mean he won’t have a lawyer already?”

			“Not an English-speaking one,” she said. “He’ll get the equivalent of a duty defense lawyer. And the chances of them speaking English are slim. In fact, the chances of them being interested in helping him are slim, to be honest.”

			“Why? Why wouldn’t they want to help him?”

			Mum watched me for a moment. “Oh, Carrie,” she said.

			“What?”

			She paused, considering her words. “This country is developing at breakneck speed,” she said. “But resources are still overstretched, and there are a great number of people who need help. Some wealthy farang who’s been caught dealing drugs isn’t a priority for a duty lawyer who has two hundred cases on the go.”

			She cajoled open the sim tray at the side of the phone and loaded it up. A grinning, pink catlike cartoon filled the screen as the phone came to life.

			“The justice system here does its best but it may be a year, two years before Johan even goes to trial. And if they really do believe he’s been supplying drugs, the chances of him being found not guilty are nonexistent, Carrie. That’s why I came straight over. If we are to have any hope of getting him out of there, it will need to happen quickly. But before we can do anything, we must speak to him. We must better understand what happened.”

			The cartoon cat meowed and then played a plinky-plonk tune. The screen filled with gold stars and then a series of Thai words in sparkly purple. I felt dizzy. A year? Two years? Before a show trial? And then what?

			Mum quickly opened another bottle of water. “Drink,” she said. “You need to stay well.”

			I drank gratefully.

			Mum was still tapping away at the phone. “Do you think he’ll tell you the truth when you see him?”

			“I have no idea,” I said, after a pause. “For the most part, I still don’t believe any of this. I think they’ve made a mistake. But…”

			“…But it’s hard to understand how this could be happening if there’s no truth in it.”

			I nodded.

			And then, suddenly, there he was.

			“Johan…” I shot up from the concrete bench, but Mum pulled me down.

			“Take it easy,” she whispered. “If they think you’re going to make trouble, they’ll hold him somewhere else.”

			My body froze as he was walked toward the cells. Handcuffed, an armed man on either side of him.

			Johan, I called silently. Turn around.

			He heard me, of course, even though I hadn’t made a sound. He stopped, turned in my direction, and there he stood. He was still wearing the clothes he’d been wearing three days ago, in that other life, when we’d stood opposite each other on a beach and said I do.

			I love you, I mouthed desperately, as the guards told him to move. He continued to stare at me as they chivvied him on toward the cells. His face was blank. My stomach folded as I spotted some blood on his T-shirt, but there were no obvious cuts on him—or at least the parts of him I could see. His soft striped T-shirt. His wedding outfit.

			Are you OK? I mouthed.

			They paused for a second, the guards, talking and fiddling with keys. I’m sorry, he mouthed. I love you.

			Then he was gone.

			

			—

			For the first few days I had complete faith in my mother. She was the one person who made impossible things possible, who defied odds. She was the invincible Adelina Ghali, who chained herself to railings, glued herself to buses, marched into embassies and even government offices when she could pull it off. She got help for those who needed it most and she was never defeated.

			But as the days passed—as doors remained closed, as our visits to Klong Prem remand prison passed without any sighting of Johan or any further explanation of why he had been arrested on a drug-trafficking charge—my confidence in her powers began to wane.

			And when she suggested, five days in, that we try waiting outside the courthouse cells until we saw him again, it began to dawn on me that she really might be out of ideas. That we really might not be able to get him out of this.
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				Nineteen.

				Now: Stockholm, January 2023

			
			Yanika has not aged a day, but I hesitate as I see myself suddenly through her eyes. Jeans, an old woolen coat, handbag full of mess. A surgeon should be neat and sharp angled. She still is.

			“So what happened?” she asks, when we’re both seated. No preamble. “Why did you quit?”

			The Lebanese restaurant she’s chosen is every bit as un-Swedish and maximalist as I remember from my online foray. Garlands of plastic leaves hang down from the ceiling among hundreds of glass pendants, fringed lights, mirrors. Arabic pop plays loudly and there is an abstract print of a naked woman behind me, which feels a little off the mark.

			But when I bite into my first falafel, it’s quite literally perfect.

			“My twins were delivered at twenty-six weeks,” I reply. “I was in a level 3 NICU for months and they’ve both had the inevitable complications. It was challenging for a very long time.”

			I had rehearsed this line on the way here, walking carefully through the compacted snow of Vasastan. This three-sentence précis of years of hell and hopelessness. Yanika does not have children, but I suspect she’d have little tolerance for my story even if she had. Brief and factual is the way with Yanika.

			She sits back. “Christ, Carrie,” she says, to my surprise. “What a time you must have had.”

			The way she says Christ in her full Greek accent makes me smile. I have missed that accent. I’ve missed everything about her.

			“Also severe HG in my pregnancy. I thought I was invulnerable, but it turns out I was not. I’ve been feeling more and more like my old self in recent months, though. And I’m missing the work now. Hugely.”

			Yanika is eating hummus from her knife, watching me intently. “Things have changed,” she says. “It’s a different world to the one you left.”

			“I know. I’ve been watching your videos—the stuff you’re doing is mind-blowing.”

			Yanika smiles. “It is. You should come and work for me, Carrie.”

			I eat another falafel. Right now I would be delighted to move to this elegant, placid city. I would work under one of the best surgeons in Europe and at the end of the day I would come here and eat hundreds of these perfect falafels. But there is no place for my children or husband in this fantasy. I’ve already dragged them halfway across England; I’m not going to drag them halfway across Europe to resurrect a career I left “for good.”

			“Phillip Gajuś,” she says, mopping up baba ganoush with a flatbread. “He’s the clinical lead for upper GI at the Royal Devon and Exeter. That’s your nearest hospital, correct?”

			“Yes. I’m hoping to meet with him soon, although it’ll be a while before I can apply for a proper job.”

			“True. But if you have a really good mentor in place, you’ll have a smoother path back to work. Phillip’s excellent. And of course there’s Ragheed Ahmed down in Plymouth with the HPB service. I’ll email them both.”

			Really? You’d do that? For me? I want to say, but I keep quiet. I was an excellent surgeon. I deserve help.

			“I don’t do this for everyone,” she says, because of course she can read my mind. “You were different. I’m surprised you had kids. You never wanted them.”

			I don’t remember saying that, but it’s entirely possible. I was still so young when I trained under her. I thrived on the adrenalized cadence of overwork and unending home study; parenthood was foundationally incompatible with my lifestyle back then.

			“I have no regrets,” I say. “About having children, about quitting surgery. After they were born I cared only about keeping them alive and trying to recover. But I did recover. That’s why I’m here.”

			“Of course, of course, I understand,” says Yanika, who doesn’t. “You are made of tougher stuff than most people, Carrie.” She checks her phone for a moment. “You impressed me from the off. And I know what you went through with that man in Thailand, by the way. It was on the news here in Sweden. And yet there you were at St. Mary’s two weeks later, working twice as hard, twice as intelligently, as surgeons several years ahead of you. That’s what Abe Karami said when I called him to ask him how you were doing.”

			“Really?”

			“Really. You seem surprised?”

			“I thought I was in danger of losing my job at one point. It’s reassuring to hear he was pleased.”

			“I know. Terrible situation, Carrie, but they had to dot their i’s and cross their t’s. I was one of the consultants who lobbied the hospital trust on your behalf. Said you’d only been dating the guy a few months; you’d been on and off with him in that time anyway—basically I told them they hadn’t a thing to worry about.”

			I sit back, astonished. “Really?”

			“Really!” she repeats, mimicking me. Yanika doesn’t smile much, but it comes easily when she’s teasing someone. “I’m sure you remember that week when you lost your mind entirely because you’d split up with him, or some other such drama.”

			I’m laughing, too, now. “We actually hadn’t split up. It was all in my head. But it was my first real relationship. I was mad as a box of frogs.”

			“You really were.”

			“I didn’t know you’d interceded with the trust, too. Thank you.”

			She takes a sip of her mango juice, shrugging. It’s nothing to her. “Back to this placement,” she says. “You’ll only ever be observing, of course, but it would be helpful for our paperwork to know where you’re at with reregistration.”

			“I’m fully registered and licensed now. I’ve got a year’s reorientation and update training, then they’ll consider what level I’m to go back at.”

			“I’m sure once they’ve seen you in action they’ll want you back practicing as a registrar. You’ll be taking the CESR pathway, I assume?”

			I nod. This is the specialist registration route taken by doctors or surgeons who haven’t completed the GMC-approved training program, usually because they’ve trained in another country. I won’t be able to return to work at the grade I held when I left, but on this pathway I at least won’t have to go back to the very beginning.

			“Well, congratulations, Carrie. Exceptionally challenging to get back in after so much time out. What’s it been? Six years?”

			“Just over.”

			She resumes eating. “Right, well, this placement. It’s four weeks, full time. You’d—”

			I interrupt. “Actually—I wanted to say up front, so I don’t waste your time: I can’t do more than two weeks. My kids are still really young. This is the first time I’ve left them.”

			Yanika puts her cutlery down. “Surgery is no less demanding than it ever was,” she says bluntly. “Are you sure you’ll be able to cope?”

			“Yes. I’m sure. I’ll be going back part time when I get my first job.”

			“That’s ambitious.”

			“They said it would be doable. Anyway, Yanika—I know you had four weeks in mind, but two is the best I can do. Does that work for you?”

			She sighs. “Suit yourself,” she says. “But please be clear: this world is still closed to women who want to put their kids before their jobs. Of course that’s not the official line anymore but it’s the reality. You need to be ready for that.”

			“I know. And I am ready.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			She leans in. “OK. You’re in theater. Or clinic, even. You get a call saying one of your kids is sick and needs picking up from school. Your husband is away. What are you going to do?”

			I look at my plate, thinking fast. I don’t know what I’d do is the honest answer, but it’s not the one she’s looking for.

			“I’d find someone to pick them up,” I say, after a beat.

			“Who?”

			“A friend. Neighbor. I’d have a list of people who could help if my husband was away. Of course I would.”

			Yanika sits back, folding her arms. “Are you sure? You’ve a list of people on standby who can collect and look after your kids at a moment’s notice? People you’d trust to look after them if they were really sick and begging you not to leave them?” She frowns. “This isn’t general practice, Carrie. This is surgery.”

			This is why I’m here. Yanika didn’t need to interview me for a shadowing placement—why would she? I’ll be little more than an observer. No, the reason she wanted to see me was this. To be able to look me in the eye and not only ask this question but force me to answer. Because when push came to shove, I chose my children over my job, and that decision will have troubled her for years.

			Yanika is, in many ways, very like my mother. No matter how inelegantly she handles it, this interrogation is happening because she cares. She wants to be satisfied that a good proportion of the Carrie she once knew is still alive in my body, that I won’t get crushed again.

			“I think most GPs would find that pretty offensive,” is the best I’ve got.

			She ignores me. “Not one person in the NHS could tell you this, Carrie, for fear of being sued. But let me make it very clear: you don’t get to prioritize your kids in this job. You can work part time, you can find a surgical specialty that doesn’t involve on-call. But if you leg it home the moment one of your kids falls ill, they’ll find a way of getting rid of you. So, if you’re not one hundred percent sure, don’t bother.”

			“OK,” I say after a long silence. “I’ll think about it again. But I’ll do that in my time, Yanika. Not now, here at the table.”

			She stares at me fiercely for a moment, but I sense the energy of a smile somewhere. She’s pleased I can still stand up for myself.

			“Very good. Well—assuming you decide to go ahead, I can have you start March sixth,” she continues, as if nothing just happened. “You’ll need to arrange your accommodation but I can give you some suggestions. There are serviced flats nearby that many surgeons use when they come over to train. And I’ll have my secretary send all the paperwork…”

			As she talks, the couple next to us squash into the same chair, taking an awkward selfie. It’s 12:40 p.m. on a Tuesday afternoon in January and I am in a Lebanese restaurant in Stockholm, the sun a bright ball of burning milk behind thick sheets of fog, snow neatly swept on the pavement outside. Yanika Hatziz is offering to help me resurrect my career, although she’s doing so with a loaded gun. Why did I expect anything less?

			She marches off to the toilet. I message Maya for an update about Dad. I check my emails. I’m not ready to think about what she’s just put on my plate—not yet. It’s taken me a long time and a great deal of work to get this far.

			I find myself thinking about the young Carrie, the woman Yanika mentored all those years ago. Her inexhaustible energy, her determination and grit. I think about her fiercely protected heart, the heart she was brave enough to hand to a Swedish man with beautiful eyes, and suddenly I’m angry.

			Somewhere, within a few miles of this restaurant, he is alive. Out for lunch, perhaps, or working at his desk—one of the desks pictured on his firm’s website, with a white orb lamp and hipster colleagues as far as the eye can see. Somewhere, his human body is breathing and moving, and his mind—the mind that holds the answers to so many questions I thought I’d take to my grave—is busy and active.

			I try to breathe slowly but the rage is building. I still want answers, no matter how many years have passed. And the one person who has them is only a few miles away. I don’t think I can stand it.

			Yanika returns from the toilet just as her phone starts ringing. She answers quickly and then she’s off, throwing her coat on. She doesn’t even have time to explain to me, but she doesn’t need to—I know; I remember. She just runs, talking quickly in Swedish, because of course she has become fluent in Swedish, to whoever it is on the phone, losing their nerve, losing their patient.

			I pay the bill, because she certainly isn’t going to, and then I get into a taxi and give the driver the address of Johan’s architectural practice. I don’t know what I’m doing, only that Yanika has unhinged me in some way, and I don’t need to worry about reality at this moment. I’m just a woman held in the arms of a dream.
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			Twenty.

			Johan’s firm’s office is in a sixties building not far off Götgatan, a busy shopping street in the Sodermalm district. On this unreal afternoon, I like the office straight away, with its book-lined window shelves and sea of indoor plants. I stand across the road by a peach-colored apartment block, where a man is delivering something in tall trolleys from a van. I pretend to focus on my phone.

			Everything feels calm and streamlined. Even the rattle of the metal trolleys is softened by the hallucinatory quality of this episode. The sunlight is low and garish, falling in sharp slices through the window of Johan’s office. The snow in the tiny municipal garden opposite has the dream-bright quality of an illustration in a child’s storybook.

			The office is nearly empty at the front, but there’s a large table at the back, full of people. Could Johan be one of them?

			This woman has a big brain and an even bigger heart, he said on our wedding day. Shortly after we promised to stand by each other no matter what.

			Was he worried about the police that day? That strange energy he’d had in Bangkok had dissipated entirely by the time we’d landed on Koh Samui. But did a part of him think, as he made those vows, that he might be unable to keep them? That we might never make it to Koh Tao?

			Did he even care?

			That’s what used to keep me awake at night in the weeks after I returned to London. Had he thought of me at all when he’d agreed to do whatever it was he did? Had it occurred to him that his decisions could harm us?

			Despite the dreamlike quality of this moment, I feel that same old wrench of anger as I remember the misery and confusion of those early weeks: the fight to protect my career, the endless arguments with Maya about my inability to eat. I recall those bone-cold winter days when I worked until I dropped before going home for a sleepless night in his flat.

			I stare at the table, but I’m too far away to see anyone properly. Could I move closer? There’s no chance he would expect to see me on a back street in Stockholm on a January afternoon. There is precious little chance he’d even recognize me, come to that; my neat bob was replaced by long, featureless hair years ago and I don’t dress smartly anymore. The Carrie Cole who ironed a blouse every night was from a different world.

			The sun slides away behind a cloud, and I shiver. Do I actually want to make contact with him? Is that why I’m here? Or do I just want to see him from afar?

			The delivery man is throwing commercial laundry bags into the van from his loud trolleys; he’ll be off soon, taking my cover with him. There’s an ornamental gathering of trees a couple of meters away, but their branches are above head height so they’re unsuitable for stalking.

			I wish I could call Dad. He’d get me out of here. He’d say something kind about the things we do when our brains aren’t practicing logic, and then he’d help me find a nice bakery or something. Somewhere to take stock with a cup of tea.

			My phone starts buzzing—but of course it’s not my father, who’s unlikely ever to call me again. It’s the school.

			“Nothing to worry about, but we had to take Maeve out of class just now,” the head tells me briskly. “She was being extremely disruptive in PE; she didn’t respond well to being asked to stop climbing the wall. It got to the point where Miss Redmond wasn’t able to safely look after the class. Perhaps we can have a chat before pickup today?”

			“Is she OK?” I ask. I know what my girl will be doing now: sitting in defiance, pretending not to care, while inside the shame will be burning a hole in her heart. My poor impulsive Maeve, already so aware of the difference between her own behavior and her classmates’, but powerless over her inability to conform.

			She’s fine, the head tells me, just spending some time in the Nest with a book before rejoining her class.

			“Can Raffy go in there with her for a few minutes? That would help.”

			“I don’t think so,” the head begins, and so starts a lengthy conversation that I feel unable to terminate. It infuriates me that it’s always me they call when something happens, that the head didn’t think to ring off and try Robin when she heard a foreign ringtone. But what excuse do I have right now not to be there for my daughter, who’s probably acting out because I’ve never been away before?

			ADHD was one of many things I knew could be a possible outcome for my babies, born so early, but I sensed it in Maeve long before anyone else saw it, even when she was a tiny, sick little shrimp in the NICU incubator. Ultrapremature babies aren’t expected to open their eyes for a while, but Maeve’s opened on the second day of her life. She moved her body in ways they said most preemies couldn’t, tiny fists clawing the air before she was even able to come off oxygen.

			School is always going to be more challenging for Maeve. It is therefore my job to support her through these years: to help regulate, ease transitions, share the load of her anxiety. And yet I am here, across the road from an architectural consultancy in Stockholm, trying to catch a glimpse of a man I married on a beach in Thailand aged twenty-seven.

			What has happened to me?

			I don’t think Johan’s here, anyway. I can’t feel him. I’d like to hope that the sixth-Johan-sense I once had wore off a long time ago, but I suspect it’s still there. I suspect my body would still know when his was nearby, which in itself is unsettling.

			I start walking back toward the conference hotel. I have frightened myself. I take long breaths of the perishing air, telling myself reassuring things I’m not sure I believe. I record videos for both children, whose little bodies I’m longing to cuddle, and stop at a shop to buy them gifts.

			I sit in a park, drinking a takeaway herbal tea while I wait the ten minutes remaining until I can video call them after school. Yanika has emailed me: Good to see you, Carrie. I hope you’ll forgive the questions. I knew what your answer would be, but had to ask. I’ll see you in March.

			At 3:45 I video call Robin, who hasn’t even left for the school run yet. I’d forgotten about the time difference.

			“Are you OK, my darling?” he asks, after I’ve updated him about Maeve. “Is everything going all right out there?”

			Tell him.

			“I…I’m just tired. I met Yanika today. She asked me some pretty tough questions, but really, I should have seen them coming. Apart from that I think it went well. I mean, she pretty much offered me a job, so…”

			He’s been moving around the kitchen, getting after-school snacks for the kids, but at this he stops dead. “A job? I thought you were talking about a clinical attachment?”

			“Oh, I am—don’t worry. She just said, you should come and work for me. She wasn’t serious. But I think that bodes well, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” Robin says after a pause. He runs a hand through his hair. He looks harassed. “As long as you’re sure you’re not going to ask if we can move to Stockholm?”

			“Oh, Robin. Of course not.”

			“It’s hard to know what’s coming these days,” he says quietly.

			I’m filled with remorse. Not just at the lunacy of my actions in the past hour, but at the anxiety I’ve caused him lately.

			“I’m so sorry,” I say. “I’m a bull in a china shop at the moment, aren’t I?”

			“Somewhat.” He smiles.

			“Of course Yanika’s not offering me a job. I’m not even legally permitted to practice yet. And even if by some miracle she did, I would never consider moving.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Of course I’m sure. Robin, I’m sorry.”

			Sometimes I forget the sacrifice he made for me, leaving London. He has to spend hundreds of hours and thousands of pounds every year on London travel and accommodation thanks to me, and yet he’s never complained. He’s gone out of his way to enable me to stay at home.

			“Are you OK?” I ask him.

			“I’m always OK,” Robin says, after a beat. “But I have to be honest, the kids are struggling. They were both all over the place this morning. Mummy was howled many times over. Daddy was not hitting the mark at all. They’ll be fine, of course, but if you can call at breakfast tomorrow it’ll help.”

			I should not have come, I think to myself. I should not have left them. Yanika would have given me the placement anyway.

			We discuss the call from the head teacher and I ask several times if he’d prefer me to come back tonight. I suspect he would, but he insists I stay. We make a plan for a video call later, once my Roof seminar has ended, and then we’re done.

			I sit there for a while longer looking at a terrace of old houses, lights already on for the darkening sky. It’s not even four o’clock. There’s a man in a room full of books in the nearest house, standing by a shelf, reading something. He is completely absorbed, still as a painting. He reminds me of Robin when he’s staring at the night sky.

			Tears fill my eyes. Robin deserves so very much better than a wife who behaves the way I have done today.

			

			—

			I’m tired and cold by the time I return to the hotel. For a few minutes I consider getting into my large bath and not bothering with the Roof seminar, but I feel compelled to attend, for the sake of my family as much as anything else. The foyer is busy with a group of tourists arriving from a coach outside but the bar looks quiet. A couple of tables with people on laptops, and two men alone at the bar.

			I decide to get a hot drink and then go straight to the conference center next door. If I go upstairs, there’s a risk I won’t come back.

			I rub my hands together as I walk up the steps into the bar, blowing gently on the tips of my fingers. Hot chocolate. That’s what the kids would tell me to order.

			One of the men at the bar turns to look at me as I approach. A businessman with silver hair and a large watch he’s rolled his sleeve up to reveal. He looks at me for less than a second before turning away, talking quickly in a language I don’t know.

			The other one—

			I stop dead.

			He’s sitting at the bar with a beer. Long legs arranged around the bar stool. Bag near his feet. Phone in one hand, beer in the other.

			I stand completely still.

			No. No. I checked the delegates’ register again this morning, just to be sure. His name was not on it.

			My vision tunnels. I stare at him across the bar. Across more than a decade of my life.

			He looks up. His eyes meet mine, then drift off toward the reception desk where a group of people checking in. There is no way he’s expecting to see me. Not a part of him thinks I would be here.

			I watch the whole thing. The thought process. He looks back at me, frowning slightly, then away again.

			Then back at me. And the shock takes him so completely that he stands up from his bar stool and stares at me.

			Somewhere near me, a woman is laughing uncontrollably into her phone. The man near Johan orders another drink. The lift doors slide open and then shut.

			He stares at me; I stare at him. We are both rooted to the spot.
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				Twenty-one.

				Bangkok, September 2010

			
			We were on our third attempt to visit Johan at Klong Prem prison. Once again, impotent and frayed, we waited in the visitor center—a large, open-sided structure with a roof for shade and rows of chairs adrift in the shiny blue straits of an overpolished floor. At one end, a cheerless café kiosk with a pot of plastic flowers on the counter served bottles and cans; at the other, armed guards watched.

			A large part of me was still unable to believe anything I’d been told about Johan’s supposed crime, but a darkness was beginning to underpin me now, a subterranean river made visible only by the fissuring earth beneath my feet. It could be true, it whispered. You could be wrong.

			I was due to start my new job in eight days. My thoughts hurtled in every direction, and Johan was not there to stem the tide. He was not there to put a hand on my chest and say, Are you actually breathing, Carrie?

			

			—

			
			I was drinking red lime soda, on which I had become somewhat dependent, and Mum was at the front, at the duty guard’s table. He was sitting, smart in his biscuit-colored khakis; she was standing, talking rapidly. To her left, a large group of people was disappearing off through the gate toward the visitor compound, flanked by guards. Once again, we were not part of it.

			I hovered, unsure if I should intervene. Mum thought nothing of getting herself arrested when the cause was worthy, but surely even she wouldn’t risk detention in Thailand?

			When her voice began to rise, I walked over. “Stop,” I said quietly. “Mum, please stop.”

			“They’re playing with us,” she hissed. “This man has just admitted that we are not even here on the right day. Even though they told us to come on a Tuesday or a Thursday. For farangs the visitor days are Mondays and Fridays. They knew this, but they have let us sit here all these hours, spending our money at their café.”

			I led her away before she started swearing directly at the guard.

			“I knew something was wrong,” she said. “There are plenty of foreigners in this prison; there should have been plenty of overseas visitors. Not least Johan’s parents.”

			I had wracked my brains trying to work out how to contact his parents. They must have been at the Swedish Embassy daily since they flew in; they must know everything by now. And yet I had no means of contacting them—no mutual connection, nobody willing to help. Johan didn’t use Facebook, so I couldn’t even start there.

			Mum’s hair moved half-heartedly in the hot breeze falling from metal fans on the ceiling. “Right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

			We walked to the main entrance, Mum deep in thought, and I braced myself for the scorching march past barbed-wired scrub and watchtowers to Bang Ken station. But to my surprise, Mum flagged down a taxi.

			“I have a new plan,” she said as we sped up the ramp onto the Sirat Expressway. I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the inestimable comfort of air conditioning. “There’s one more person I can try. And if you’re wondering why I didn’t try him before, it’s because I really did not want to. I honestly believed I’d be able to sort this out without him. He’s an ex,” she added. She sounded uncomfortable, as if I had opinions on her love life. “We were together when I lived here, before I met your father.”

			She looked out of the window of the car. We were speeding high above the city, next to the Skytrain. “He broke my heart in a very serious way,” she added, surprising me again. Mum didn’t have a soft underbelly, yet her voice was thick, bogged down with an old pain I knew nothing of.

			“Nonetheless, he is very well-connected and he will know people who can help us. And, God knows, he owes me.”

			“OK. Thanks, Mum.”

			We sped on. My mother said no more.

			

			—

			“Johan’s sick,” she said when I woke the following morning.

			She was pacing the room, calling someone, but I could hear the phone ringing out. “He’s been really sick. Maybe they were telling us the correct visiting days, I don’t know, but he wouldn’t have been able to come to the visitor center anyway.”

			My world slid sideways. “With what? Is it serious? Who told you? What do you know?”

			Mum didn’t have much information for me. She’d contacted her ex, Prawat, via email the previous evening and he had replied while we slept. Prawat had spoken to a contact at the Central Correction Hospital in Klong Prem overnight. The doctor already knew where Johan was: emergency care. He had been “very ill,” but he was due to be discharged back to the remand prison today or tomorrow. And that, for now, was it. No medical data for me to interpret.

			“He adds only that Johan seems to be receiving generous financial support,” Mum said. “Otherwise he could not have received full hospital treatment. He said he has plenty of food and has just received new clothes.”

			My head swam. Johan was never ill. He hadn’t had so much as a cold in the time I’d known him.

			Images crowded my thoughts, images I’d seen online in words and pictures. Twenty men crammed into a tiny cell, lying almost on top of each other to sleep. Rats, cockroaches, festering buckets of excrement in corners.

			“I can’t stand this,” I said weakly. “Mum, I don’t know how to…I can’t…”

			Mum came over and put her hand on my wrist. Another mother would have folded her arms around me and held me until the panic subsided, but I didn’t have another mother. What I did have was a mother who knew someone who knew someone, and that was even better.

			“Let’s go and see him,” she said. “Today’s the day. Get into the shower and then get yourself dressed.”

			

			—

			For the rest of my life I will remember how Johan looked when we finally came face-to-face in the visitor center. We were separated by a thick wire grille on my side, then an empty space and then a reinforced glass screen on his side. I spoke to him through a telephone receiver that was still damp from the last visitor’s hand.

			His body had changed completely in the space of a week. He was wearing a vest; his shoulders were sharp, his skin the dangerous shade of brown that follows sunburn but precedes peeling. Purple-red marks were beginning to scab on his left arm. He coughed like the man who lived next door to us when I was growing up. That man had died of lung cancer when I was nine.

			The phone line was poor, and I only caught every few words. He didn’t know what his illness had been, only that he’d felt at the time like he was “going to die.” He had received “various things” intravenously and was taking what he believed to be antibiotics now. He told me his parents had managed to visit him twice, that they were staying near Siam Square—wherever that was.

			In spite of his low energy, he straightened up when I told him my mother was here too.

			“Seriously?”

			“She was on a plane within twenty-four hours of your arrest.”

			Johan was speechless for a moment.

			“Most mothers would tell their daughter to get themselves on the first plane home and never talk to me again,” he said eventually. “I am touched. But I’m not sure what even your mum could achieve in this situation.”

			“She’s throwing everything she’s got at this. But Johan, we need to know what’s happening.”

			He rested his chin on both hands, eyes closed.

			“Johan. Please. Mum has a friend here who can help—Prawat. He has contacts in the prison. But we need to know what we’re dealing with.” I paused. “And I need to know what I’m dealing with, too. Please tell me. Everything.”

			Johan’s eyes opened. “He has contacts here? Inside the prison?”

			“Yes.”

			“Who is he?”

			“I told you—he’s an ex of my mother’s. Look, Johan—that’s immaterial. I have to know what’s happening.” I leaned forward on the cheerful blue plastic counter my phone handset was attached to. I needed water.

			His reply was lost a few times, first to the phone, then to a hacking cough. As I waited, the fan above my head stuttered to a halt and the heavy air closed in like a weighted blanket. We were sheltered by concrete, but the heat was deadly and the stench of drains overpowering.

			Johan’s cough sounded dry. I asked him if he’d had any wheezing or rattling, if he’d coughed up any blood? He didn’t reply.

			“I did do it, Carrie,” was what he was trying to say. I heard it the sixth, maybe seventh time. By then he was slumped forward on the phone counter. “I did do it. I’m…I’m sorry.”

			I waited for him to take this back, but he didn’t.

			“I’m sorry,” he repeated.

			I wiped the sweat from my face with a piece of loo roll taken from the hotel.

			“Did someone tell you to say this?” I asked after his next round of coughs. This was my one source of hope: the possibility that he might have been coerced or set up. I’d read it was common.

			He stared at me for a long time. His eyes, from where I was, seemed bloodshot, but perhaps he’d been crying, too. His lips were stained white by painful-looking cracks. He looked severely dehydrated.

			Sweat was beginning to gather behind my knees, in my elbows. To my left, a Thai woman with her sandals off was smiling, laughing, with the man opposite her, as if they were having a drink in a pub. This was no longer a world I knew.

			Then: “I did it,” Johan said firmly. “And Carrie, you need to stop this Prawat, whoever he is. It could put me in real danger, having someone poking around.”

			He cleared his throat, setting off another bout of coughing, then wiped his face with his bruised arm. He looked dreadful.

			“Do you get it, Carrie? I’m answerable to people much more dangerous than the prison guards or the prosecutor. I’m glad your mum’s here to support you, but she mustn’t try to interfere with what’s happening to me.”

			And then visiting time was over, and the guards were shouting at us, and someone was already taking his arm.
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			Twenty-two.

			
				Dear Carrie,

				It has come to the Trust’s attention that you are in Thailand following the arrest of your traveling companion on drug trafficking charges. We need to ensure it is appropriate for you to continue to practice within this hospital. Please can you make yourself available for a video conference tomorrow at midday British Summer Time / 6 p.m. Indochina Time. The videoconference link is below.

				It is a requirement that you attend.

				Regards

				Sima Barak

				Legal and Compliance

				Imperial College Healthcare Trust

			

			“The important thing to note is that you two are not actually married,” Mum said, as we entered the Klong Prem complex three days later. On the manicured lawn in front of the prison’s smart white edifice, a man in a heavy boiler suit and wide-brimmed hat strimmed verges under the violent sun. “I’ll get a lawyer friend to look into this, but don’t think you can be disqualified by association with someone you don’t have any legal ties to.”

			“But I’m wearing his ring, Mum, and I live with him. I can’t pretend he’s just some bloke I met in a bar. And besides, I surely can’t be disqualified for something I knew nothing about.”

			“Carrie!” Mum was getting angry. “Your career is on the line! You were never married to Johan—do you understand? It is critical that you stick to this. It is the truth, apart from anything else.”

			Tears stung my eyes as I stared down at the carefully watered greenery. “I thought you cared about the underdog,” I said. “I thought you were all about fighting for people in terrible situations. Why are you so keen to divorce us now?”

			“I have no opinion on your relationship with Johan,” Mum said flatly. “I just don’t want, in the middle of all this, for you to lose your job. You’ve spent years getting to this point, Carrie.”

			She turned, marching toward the visitor center, and I followed her, just like I always had. Mum had been with Prawat almost nonstop over the past forty-eight hours, calling people who had useful information: people at the prison and justice system, people who might be able to get basic help to Johan. I couldn’t afford to fall out with her now.

			“So,” Mum said a few moments later, as if nothing had happened. She had no real idea how to handle my feelings. “About today. I think when you get to see Johan you should be focusing on—”

			“I’ll be focusing on what exactly has happened,” I interrupted. “I need to know who pushed him into this corner.”

			“You still think he’s been forced?”

			“Don’t you?”

			Mum took her sunglasses off for a moment, cleaning them with the corner of her sleeveless blouse. She had looked immaculate every day from the moment she’d arrived here.

			“I’m not sure,” she said, after a pause. She resumed walking. “I find it hard to imagine how anyone with a decent life, who doesn’t particularly need money, could persuade themselves to take that kind of risk. Most drug couriers do it because they’re desperate. And I don’t see Johan as some dissolute posh boy, either; I don’t believe he’d mess around with drugs just for fun. But the way he spoke to you—what he said about being answerable to dangerous people—I have to say, the red flags started waving at that point. I’m struggling to see how he could be referring to anything other than a criminal organization.”

			I closed my eyes.

			“I am on your side, Carrie.” Her voice was terse. “I flew here quite certain Johan had been stitched up. But it’s feeling less plausible now.”

			I walked straight to the cafe kiosk at the back of the waiting area while Mum registered us with the guards. I bought a red lime soda for me and sweet tea for my mother. I stared vacantly at the washing-up sink while the woman got our drinks. Scrubbed, sparklingly clean, yet emptying into a filthy bucket of scum-covered water underneath. It defied belief that this kiosk, this sink, this waiting area, was becoming part of my daily routine.

			I took our drinks to a shiny table with fixed benches, directly under a suspended fan.

			“Carrie,” Mum whispered, arriving opposite me. “Is that Johan’s family?”

			They were sitting on a row of plastic chairs bolted to the floor, talking quietly. I had been on a handful of video calls with them from Johan’s London flat—cheerful, conversational calls; friendly fascination from both sides—and had warmed to them immediately. But now their ease, their simple warmth, was gone. These people were broken.

			We went over and I introduced myself. Johan’s father and brother got up and shook my hand, but his mother, who had swollen eyes, didn’t move. For a few terrible moments after names were exchanged, nobody said anything at all.

			“He is seeming better,” Johan’s brother said bravely. “They have given him other medications and he is eating well now. But I think it will be a lot of time before he looks like he has health again.”

			I looked at him keenly, this distinct but completely recognizable subtranscript of Johan’s DNA.

			There was a long conversation about food, which they said Johan was able to buy from other prisoners who’d set up food rackets within the prison grounds. I asked as many questions as I could about his health but was able to infer little—his family had been unable to get any specific detail from the prison authorities.

			“Thank God you’ve been able to get money through to him,” I said. “Has the Swedish Embassy helped facilitate?”

			“We—ah, no,” Johan’s father said. His legs were covered in swollen mosquito bites, pasted sporadically with antihistamine cream. “We thought the money must be coming from you.”

			Mum got out her notebook and wrote something down. “Not us,” she said briskly.

			“You have sent him nothing?” Johan’s mother asked. She was looking at me with something akin to disgust. “Nothing at all?”

			“Until three days ago, I couldn’t even get in to see him. I’ve had nothing but closed doors since he was arrested. I’d do anything to be able to help him, but the Swedish Embassy won’t talk to me. Nobody will,” I added bitterly.

			Mum put a steadying hand on my arm. “We have a charity called Prisoners Abroad in the UK. They can arrange money for British nationals who’ve been imprisoned. Do you have something like that in Sweden? Could the money be coming from there?”

			“No,” Johan’s father said. “Or, if there is, they do not know about Johan yet. And besides, it sounds like he is getting a very generous amount.”

			Mum watched him. “Right,” she said. “Well, that’s something we can try to figure out. For now I’m going to go and negotiate with the guards. It’s meant to be no more than two visitors per day, but I’ll try to get you all in.”

			Within a few minutes she had pulled it off. Johan’s parents would visit him first, then me and his brother, Lucas. I think the guard she’d shouted at a few days earlier was actually quite taken with her, which was typical.

			Mum went off to the toilet while Kerstin and Fredrik went through with the first group of visitors, and I sat down at one of the long tables with Lucas.

			“Please,” I said. I spread my fingers out on the table, like an offering. “You guys seem to know so much more than me. What is going on? What happened?”

			“Johan is arrested for taking methamphetamine into this country,” Lucas told me, without any hesitation. “From Myanmar.” His voice was factual, almost to the point of detachment; he had no more idea how to process this information than I did.

			Locally, the drug was known as yaba. It had come up in Mum’s list of hypotheses but even she had agreed it was not the sort of thing a middle-class kid from Sweden would be mixed up with.

			The drug was catastrophically addictive and its infiltration into Thailand had been devastating. It was yaba, Lucas said, in his hesitant English, that had sparked the government’s war on drugs in 2003. Thousands of people gunned down without any judicial process—simply eliminated. Many had no connection whatsoever with the drug.

			“But that is how seriously the government is to take it,” he said. “The drug is spreading across the country like fires. Children are now being addicted to it. Many people are dying. The government wants to protect their peoples. Johan has chosen the worst drug.”

			“But Lucas,” I interjected. “You know him. Do you really believe it?”

			Lucas didn’t respond.

			Johan had dropped the shipment off in Chinatown the morning after he flew in, he said, but the police only learned of his part when they arrested the man to whom the drugs were ultimately delivered. Like Mum told me, they hadn’t been able to find him until the night before our wedding, when he’d withdrawn cash from an ATM down on Koh Samui.

			Within twenty-four hours, the convoy had arrived on the beach and taken Johan away.

			“He insists that he did it,” Lucas said. “Definitely. He was not a—what is the word? Droga mula.”

			“Drug mule?”

			“Ja, yes, drug mule. Johan says he knew what he was doing, definitely.”

			His body crumpled, the energy of information sharing now spent. “I do not understand it, too,” he said quietly. “I know my brother. He is not this type of person. Never.”

			We sat in silence while I thought about Johan’s late arrival on our first night. The strangeness of his energy and mood the next day in Chinatown, his insistence that we go to Nana, rife with prostitutes and prowling men. What was going on in those first twenty-four hours? Had the story about the dive permits been a smoke screen?

			“There were no clues?” Lucas prompted. “Nothing happening that was strange?”

			I told him what I remembered.

			“I think the problem with the diving permits was real,” Lucas said. “He was emailing us about this problem, too.”

			“It has to have been. I saw the email from the fixer in Myanmar, telling him everything was sorted. But I suppose…” I hesitated. It felt like the first real betrayal to say this out loud. “I suppose he could have used the permit thing as a red herring for the real cause of his anxiety. There was something else in the fixer’s email. At the end, something like, ‘No other problems.’ I wonder about that.”

			Lucas sat back in his chair. There was a great heaviness in his body, which I knew well. Like me, he was finding it harder with the passing of each hour to believe that Johan was innocent—that the man we both loved was someone we could trust.

			

			—

			Kerstin and Fredrik returned soon after, and suddenly Lucas and I were in the relatives’ queue. Lucas seemed unable to respond to my small talk, so I stopped. This young man, no matter how calm he might have appeared earlier, was fraying at the edges, too.

			Johan did look better. In the past three days, he had improved visibly and he walked to the counter unaided. He saw me and smiled, which threw me into still greater confusion. Johan Kullberg was the only person I truly knew; it was unthinkable that he could be involved with crime rings or drugs.

			And yet.

			“Hey, Carrie,” he said softly, before I handed the phone to Lucas. “How are you doing? Are you OK? Are you sleeping?”

			I told him I was, but he knew I was lying.

			Lucas, holding the phone receiver between us—and, very decently, talking in English—had much to impart from the Swedish Embassy. There was now an open line between the Swedish foreign office and the Thai authorities, he said, although nobody was giving much away about the sort of conversations they were having. “But we are working hard to getting your trial to happen with more speed than is normal, and we think there is progress.”

			After a brief catch-up, Johan gestured at me to take the phone.

			For several moments we just stared at each other.

			“Carrie,” he said quietly. “I’m so sorry I was hard on you last time.”

			“Nobody’s at their best right now,” I replied gratefully. This was the Johan I had married. I slapped a mosquito dead on my thigh. “Don’t even think about it. You look a lot better—do you feel better?”

			“Yes. I was only two days into the antibiotics on your last visit. I’m still weak but I’m largely OK. Physically, at least.”

			We looked at each other for another few moments. Johan should have been back in Myanmar, diving, in a few days. I should have been heading back to his flat in a few days—our flat—to study, prepare, watch the leaves turn gold and the streets fill with school kids.

			Then: “I love you, Carrie,” he said miserably. He held the phone with both hands, as if he were holding me. Lucas, kindly, unperched himself from his metal stool and moved away.

			“I love you, too,” I whispered. Today’s phone was working perfectly. “But, Johan, please. I can’t take anymore of this. Lucas has just told me you’re being charged with smuggling methamphetamine in from Myanmar. And now my trust have called me into some possible disciplinary thing later on. I have to know what’s happening.”

			“Your trust? You mean your hospital?”

			“Yes.”

			He closed his eyes. “No…Oh God, Carrie, I’m so sorry.”

			I couldn’t see his legs, but I could tell one of them was jiggling.

			“Carrie, listen. If there’s trouble with your job you really have to go back to London. This is going to drag on for months. Years, probably. You absolutely must not, cannot sacrifice all those years of training and backbreaking work. Not for me. Not for…well, this.” He gestured around us at the peeling paint, the stained wall his brother was leaning against, a hostile watchtower crouching under the scorching sun.

			“You can’t just send me away,” I said. “You need to talk to me.”

			He sighed. “Here’s the headline, Carrie. I made some poor decisions. Very poor. In doing so I’ve ruined my life, and my family’s lives. But I can’t bear to ruin yours, too. You need to go.”

			He stood up.

			My heart plummeted. “Hang on. What? Johan…?”

			After a moment, he sat down again. Even with the corridor space between us, I could see his hands were unsteady. “I did bring yaba into the country, yes,” he said. “And I could try to explain it to you, but I don’t think you could ever understand. The bigger picture, it’s…” He looked away. “Well, it’s big.”

			“Who was it for? Were you being paid? Are they paying you now? Is that where your money’s coming from?”

			“I can’t talk to you about the other people. I can’t talk to you about any of this, Carrie. It’s not safe.”

			I sighed. “You’ve got to give me some more information. We can’t help you if you won’t tell us anything.”

			“I haven’t got to give you information,” he said after a long silence. His leg was jiggling again. “And you’d be a lot better off just leaving here. I mean it. As soon as you can.”

			I closed my eyes for a moment.

			Lucas appeared at my shoulder. I handed him the phone.

			They spoke in Swedish for a bit. I had always loved hearing Johan speak Swedish, and thanks to my lessons I understood some of what they were saying. It was mostly about Johan’s parents, how worried Lucas was about them. Further up the row of visitors’ stools, a verbal fight had broken out between a woman and the man she was visiting. He was covered, shaved head to toes, in tattoos, his eyes dangerous lamps in a thick tangle of inky patterns.

			Lucas switched to English. “Are you being moved to the new cells?”

			Johan said he was, that he’d managed to bribe his way out of the hell-like remand block and into a cell with only four other men. “I might even have the luxury of a rollmat to sleep on,” he said, although there was no smile in his eyes.

			“This is good news.” Lucas seemed determined to look for positives, which was probably what Johan needed. I cursed myself for pursuing my own agenda so relentlessly. Why couldn’t I just show up here and be kind and helpful? He was in hell.

			“Has the new lawyer visited yet?” Lucas was asking.

			I sat up. “There’s a new lawyer?”

			“Ja—I have a new lawyer. An English-speaking one. He came to visit me yesterday, actually—that was a first. Meeting my own lawyer. He said I might get a trial within the next six months. Some ‘friend’ is leaning on a judge, and it’s going well. But it’s since come to my attention that the friend is your mum, Carrie. Well, not your mum, precisely, but her contacts.”

			Lucas nodded. “The embassy cannot do this sort of thing.”

			“Oh, wow,” I said, hopeful for a brief moment. I’d barely seen Mum the past three days. I hadn’t wanted to think too hard about it, but I had begun to wonder if she’d been spending “quality time” with Prawat. She’d been especially energized in the mornings, charging around our room before leaving “to fight.”

			“I’m told she’s been pulling a lot of strings,” Johan said. The jiggling recommenced. “Her and her ex. I believe they even have a line of communication, somehow, with someone senior in the Department of Corrections. But, as I said last time, Carrie—and you have to take this seriously, you have to listen—it is not good for me to have this new lawyer, or any of the other advantages. I was safer with the Thai-speaking lawyer who never even came to visit. Who’s no more likely to get me off these charges than you are.”

			“But…why?”

			“The situation here is delicate. I…” He looked around him. “I don’t want to end up in more danger than I already am.”

			When I didn’t respond, he carried on. “I’m getting protection, Carrie. And trust me, I’ve needed it. There are some animals in this place. I’m getting food, clean water; I’m being moved to a less awful block. The basics are being taken care of. Any interference beyond that could tip the balance and no matter how well-intentioned, it could really harm me.”

			“Are you involved with a criminal organization?” I blurted out, after a terrible pause. “Are you being controlled? Is that what you mean?”

			Johan stared at me for a long time before looking away. Lucas seemed to have stopped breathing while he waited for his brother to reply. His big brother, with whom he would have run around a garden wearing nappies, playing with stuffed toys and plastic dinosaurs and skipping ropes.

			“You really should go back to London,” was Johan’s reply, and his voice had become angry for the first time. “You’re out of your depth. We both are. But I at least know how to play this.”
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			Twenty-three.

			My video meeting took place the next morning. There were four of them on screen: four people interested only in the damage I could potentially cause their hospital trust. Two were older men, one of whom called our wedding a “drunken backpackers’ affair.” There was a female lawyer and an HR assistant with a headset, transcribing as we went.

			My heart raced as they moved through the formalities. I thought back to the day I’d first met Johan, when I’d raged at the policeman. My near miss prescribing the wrong medication to a post-op patient when Johan went to dive in the North Sea. And now this: ten thousand times worse.

			I had never had any trouble before I’d met him. Not so much as a speck on my record. Was this the penalty for falling in love?

			For a brief moment, as the lawyer explained why the meeting needed to take place, I imagined cutting Johan off. It was a dizzying prospect. Simply resecting this nightmare from my life, like a tumor.

			

			—

			
			The severity of my situation, they told me, hung on the extent to which I had known about Johan’s sideline in drug smuggling.

			That, at least, was easy: I hadn’t had the faintest idea. But when I began to add that I was struggling to believe he’d actually done it, Mum actually kicked me. “Carrie’s happy to give consent for you to access her phone, email, anything else you need to be satisfied that she had no knowledge whatsoever of the situation,” she said. And when I interrupted to say that I did not give any such consent, she spoke over me again. She told them that, having investigated the situation fully herself, she could see there was no evidence whatsoever that Johan’s clandestine actions would have any impact on my ability to provide safe medical care.

			She was singing from her own hymn sheet now.

			“There’s been a fair amount of press in Sweden,” the less offensive of the two men said. “But only two small pieces here in the UK. Thankfully, none of them seem to know who you are or what you do for a living, and you haven’t been pictured—there’s just a passing mention of how Kullberg was arrested on a Thai island where he’d been having a ‘holiday fling’ with ‘a young British woman.’ ”

			A holiday fling.

			“But this is dangerous. The anti-NHS press will go out of their way to blow this up, if they catch on. British surgeon fights for drug-dealer husband’s rights in Thai jail, or some such. The possibilities are as endless as they are grim.”

			“Can I ask how you found out about Carrie?” Mum asked. “If it hasn’t been in the press?”

			“We received an anonymous email,” the lawyer said. “From a generic email address; it didn’t have a proper name. We can’t share it with you for obvious reasons, but it was a surprising communication. It was written as if wishing to protect you from further harm, Carrie, rather than trying to cause you trouble—it didn’t seem hostile.”

			I looked at Mum. “But who would do that?”

			“Not me,” Mum said. “If that’s what you’re thinking. I wouldn’t dream of it.”

			“We thought you might know, Carrie,” the lawyer said. “It seems strange that someone would contact your workplace but not tell the press.”

			“Could it have been Johan himself? Trying to protect you?” Mum asked me.

			“No. He has no means of contacting anyone.”

			“Of course,” Mum said. “Then who?”

			We both thought about this until the lawyer spoke again. “We’ll need to review this internally before you can start working here as a registrar next week. However, I think I can say on behalf of everyone here that we’d be a lot happier if you came home without any further delay.”

			“But I can’t. He’s—”

			Mum interrupted. “She will come home. I’ll make sure of it.”

			I turned, angrily, but she held up a hand. “Excuse us a moment,” she said, muting our microphone. Outside there was some sort of celebratory procession passing through the street. Bells, drums, chanting, laughter, tendrils of incense snaking through the window. Mum turned off our camera, too.

			“How dare you!” I said. “I am twenty-seven years old. I—”

			“And you don’t know anything,” my mother butted in. “You may be a trainee surgeon, Carrie, but make no mistake: you’re still a child. You moved to medical school from a tiny village in Devon. You have had one job, you’ve barely traveled, you have no life experience outside the walls of a hospital. Do yourself a favor and trust me.”

			I stared at her, open-mouthed, until the thought suddenly came: She’s right.

			“I’ve never worked in criminal defense,” Mum went on. “It’s not my thing. But I’ve helped enough people in trouble to know how this is going to end for Johan. I’m afraid these people are right, Carrie. You really do have to go home before this gets worse. You have to leave your feelings behind and start looking at this from a practical and strategic angle.”

			“Mum! What’s wrong with you? He needs help! He must have been coerced into this! He’s really frightened!”

			She took a long breath. “Carrie, you know how much justice matters to me. You know what I’m willing to sacrifice for the greater good. But he—Johan…” She stopped.

			“Johan what? He’s a lost cause?”

			“I think so,” she said, and her voice was sorrowful. “I wish I could have visited him myself, tried to drag it out of him. I’m reliant only on what you and Prawat have told me, but it seems to me that he’s in very serious trouble. And, significantly, he’s not trying to fight it. He’s asked us not to fight it. He’d only be doing that if he was following instructions. From people who don’t welcome third-party involvement. The sort of people neither you nor I want to come up against.”

			“But…”

			“Carrie. Your career is your life. It always has been. And I can relate to that. Are you going to throw it away for a man? A man you’ve known for only a few months?”

			Before I had a chance to speak, Mum unmuted and told them I’d be coming home in the next forty-eight hours.

			Once again, my mother was right here by my side, and once again I was completely alone. I sat quietly in my chair, like the child they all believed me to be.

			A smiling waiter brought up a tray of room service dinner soon after. It sat on a stand in the corner while we finished the video call. A yellow flower had been placed cheerfully on each folded napkin, with a note saying, We wish you joy with your meal!

			

			—

			“I have some more difficult news,” Mum said as we returned to the visitor center the next morning. The rains had returned; I was sweating under a plastic poncho and my shoes were already soaked through.

			“Prawat called me last night, after the meeting with your hospital team. I’m sorry, but he says it’s not safe for him to dig around any longer. He was ‘paid a visit’ last night, whatever that means. He says nobody harmed him, but he won’t lock horns with those sorts of people. He’s out.”

			I carried on walking. One foot in front of the other. Rain hammered on my poncho, which was not up to the job at hand.

			“If I’m honest, Carrie, I’m out of my depth, too,” Mum said. “I can take on any number of government officials, but I don’t know anything about crime rings, and I don’t know how to help Johan if he’s sticking with this one. Prawat is being sensible. We should follow his example.”

			I said nothing. I should have seen this coming. I should have known Mum would only engage if the situation enabled her to win.

			We passed the craft shop, which apparently sold polished wooden furniture made by the prisoners. It never seemed to be open.

			“Carrie, I want you to fly home tomorrow morning. You have to get out of here. You have to go back to your life.”

			I imagined having a fridge again, filled with fresh food; music coming out of Johan’s radio; the bike he’d bought me to commute to St. Mary’s Hospital. Autumn creeping in with regretful yellow light, the days rapidly shortening. Returning to my life—our life—without him.

			Tears filled my eyes, and I let them fall. I cried for Johan, for us, but above all for the person I’d believed myself to be. An adult woman with agency in her own life. A woman who understood, finally, what it meant to be truly happy.

			

			—

			Johan had a black eye, a split lip, and nasty cuts near his hairline.

			He didn’t pick up the phone at first. He just looked at me warily, as if weighing up the pros and cons of talking.

			“Are you OK?” I asked, when he finally did.

			He half nodded, half shrugged.

			“What’s happened?”

			“Your mum’s friend continued to poke around, even though I told you to stop him. So they fired a warning shot.”

			I blanched. “Someone attacked you?”

			He snorted. “Trust me,” he said. “This was not an attack. At most it was a polite warning.”

			“Oh God, Johan. Are you sure it was because of Prawat?”

			“Very sure.”

			“I…OK. He was paid a visit, too. He’s done, if that helps.”

			Johan nodded. “Good.”

			“How are you feeling? How are you doing, inside there?” I pointed at his head.

			“Not good.”

			He looked up at the greasy brown sky behind me, emptying rain, the odd thunderous rumble rolling through.

			At that point, I cracked. “Could you at least have the fucking courtesy to look at me?” I snapped. “Even for half a minute?”

			Johan actually jumped in his chair.

			“You still haven’t told me anything, Johan. Not a fucking thing about what you’ve done or why. I’m a doctor. My entire adult life has been about helping people to live. And yet here you are, smuggling some shitty, miserable drug over the border for a bunch of thugs you refuse to talk about. My job is in jeopardy, my life is in shreds, I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I don’t know what to do. Will you please just fucking well talk to me?”

			He stared at me.

			“Not least about the many lies you must have told me? How long they’ve been going on? Perhaps you could tell me if anything that happened between us was real! And, indeed, who the fuck you actually are?”

			I was shouting now. People were looking. I didn’t care.

			Still, he didn’t speak. Sedimented anger moved in my abdomen, but there was fear, too. I realized I didn’t actually want to hear what he had to say.

			After a long pause, he switched the handset to his other ear. “I am going to say this one more time, Carrie. I cannot talk to you. No amount of shouting can change that.” He sighed. “Look. We’ve been seeing each other three months. And it’s been good. Very good, at times. But it’s over now. There is no other outcome, with me in here and you out there.”

			“I…What?”

			There was a large dent in the grille in front of me, as if someone had thrown a stool against it. I felt some sympathy for whoever had done this.

			“Listen to me, Carrie.” He spoke slowly. “I don’t want you to visit me. And I’m not just trying to save your skin—I’m done with this. Us. It was fun, and I did love you, but I’ve got bigger fish to fry now. You need to go home.”

			I tried to speak, but he carried on.

			“If you visit again, I’ll refuse to come out. I know you’re stubborn but, Christ, will you just wake up? I’m truly sorry all this happened, but it’s over.”

			Beside me, a young girl in pink shorts jumped down from her mother’s lap and started skipping around the cracked concrete of the yard, under the cover of the overhanging roof. Beyond her, the rain drummed down. Her father, sitting behind the barred window next to Johan, watched her, smiling, before suddenly covering his face with his hands. His shoulders shook.

			I felt a sob rising in my own chest. Johan had smuggled drugs; there was no longer any point in me trying to convince myself otherwise. But I was damned if I was going to be packed off out of the country—out of this relationship—without any explanation.

			“No,” I said. “You don’t get to buy me off by just ditching me like I’m a holiday fling.”

			“I’m sorry it’s come to this,” Johan said. “Truly sorry. Like I said—I did love you. I wasn’t making that up, you’re right. But we’re done.”

			Then, unbelievably: “I’m going to go now,” he said. “Look after yourself, Carrie. Have a good life.”

			And he meant it. He got up and walked away.

			The last I ever saw of him, he was waiting with his back to me while a guard handcuffed him and unlocked a barred door. He disappeared into a dark space behind and, with that, my brief time in the sun was done.
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				Twenty-four.

				London, September 2010

			
			There were a great many fights between Maya and my mother in those surreal first days back in London. Maya, who had flown over to look after me for a couple of weeks, felt I needed deep rest and relaxation. Mum insisted I needed to save my job first.

			“I know it’s hard,” she told me the morning after we landed. “But you need to get your work situation under control. Then you can rest.”

			She and Maya were drinking bottles of Johan’s Pucko from the fridge. I couldn’t eat a thing.

			“Carrie’s job situation is out of her hands,” Maya said irritably. “She can’t just blast in there and ‘sort it out,’ Mum. This is medicine. Those decisions are made way above her pay grade.”

			“You’re right,” I told her. “But showing willing and being visible go a long way in my world. A very long way.”

			“Exactly,” Mum said triumphantly, which sent Maya into a silent rage. Thankfully, Dad called at that moment. I walked out on my mother and sister and went to meet him in Aldgate for a cup of Earl Grey.

			“Don’t give up on your instinct,” he said. It was unimaginably comforting to see him, dressed in the same gray suit and yellow tie combination he’d been wearing for as long as I could remember.

			“None of us could have seen it coming with Johan, Carrie. None of us—your instinct is still good. And if your instinct is to go back to work, then you go back to work. Ignore your sister and ignore your mother. Ignore me, even. But don’t ever give up on your gut.”

			

			—

			The hospital trust was reassured by my return to the UK. I had to attend three further meetings in the first week, during which various officials asked essentially the same questions, but Mum sat with me through each one. Yanika encouraged me to put together a presentation in which I laid out my exam scores, excellent portfolio, and some thirty references from consultants, junior doctors, nurses, and other hospital staff to show the trust “what an asset” I was.

			I didn’t feel like an asset. For the first time since I’d started medical school, I felt like a highly visible liability. But something we’d done must have worked, because after a week, they told me they were satisfied that it was appropriate for me to continue at the hospital.

			Autumn brightened the skies, and London felt fortifying and vital. I clung on to my new routine as if my life depended upon it. At 6:40 a.m. I’d be on the bike Johan had bought me, on my carefully planned route to work: Blackfriars, Embankment, the three royal parks, Edgware Road, done. Then the oblivion of the medical day: awkward medical students, cocky medical students, post-take ward consultations, phlebotomist chasing, blood chasing, scan chasing. Patients with loose cannulae and empty IV bags, patients wanting someone to bring them the slice of toast they requested three hours ago, patients wanting to know if they would live or die. There was never enough time, and with my increased teaching responsibilities came new stress, but the hours I spent in that hospital were my survival.

			Dad took me out for dinner every Wednesday night at the same Italian restaurant in Aldwych he’d been going to since he was a junior civil servant. He messaged me every morning with quotes from some book Nicola had bought him about gratitude. Dell was in touch daily, too; and Mum, although she’d gone back to her flat after a few days of trying and failing to coexist with Maya in mine.

			My sister flew back to Colorado after two weeks. She compiled a list of therapists and made me promise to call one. I missed her the moment she left but was grateful to be on my own. It was the state I knew best.

			Within five hours of my first emergency on-call shift, I’d taken out an appendix. On the cycle ride home that night, dodging Ubers and couriers and buses in the dark, I smiled.

			But the grief bore down, day and night. It didn’t fade, and anger began to flourish in its foothills. Dell started taking me running with her in the evenings. “Keep you away from that bloody laptop,” she’d say, as we ran hard and fast into the night, breath fanning out above us as the temperatures dropped and dropped.

			Not long before Christmas, I applied and was accepted for the job in Johannesburg. It would start the following autumn, when I finished my first registrar year at St. Mary’s. I should have applied last spring, like I’d wanted to. I should not have fallen in love and stayed in the UK.

			

			—

			Soon after my Johannesburg job was confirmed, Johan’s family flew over to London and emptied our flat. I learned of this only when I arrived home at eight in the evening to find the front door wide open.

			His parents had already gone but Lucas was still there, vacuuming away the final traces of his big brother. My things were piled into a cheap suitcase that looked like it had been bought from Whitechapel Market that morning.

			Lucas was apologetic, but ultimately it had been his parents’ decision to terminate the lease, and he’d felt obliged to come and help.

			“They are not being very well,” he said, not quite able to meet my eye. “My mother is very ill because of this events. I am sorry, Carrie.”

			“They can’t do that! This is my home!”

			He looked desperate. “I am sorry. But…well, oh dear.”

			“Oh dear what, Lucas?”

			“Ah…the thing is, Carrie, Johan wants you to leave this flat also. He has asked us to make this happen.”

			“He wants…Why? What do you mean?”

			“We have no choice. I am sorry.”

			That was the last time I ever saw Lucas.

			Dad wasn’t in London that week; he’d finished work for Christmas and was in Devon with Nicola. Dell was on call. None of my other friends answered their phones. A hidden hazard of having only medical friends in your phone contacts, I thought, as I dragged the suitcase toward Whitechapel, wondering what to do. No help at hand when you find yourself thrown out of your home by the man you married a couple of months earlier.

			

			—

			My mother’s flat was five minutes’ walk from St. Mary’s Hospital, between Lancaster Gate and Paddington, but she’d only invited me inside a handful of times. It was the place she’d gone when she left Devon and moved back to London, and I’d always suspected that having Maya or me there would have been too painful a reminder of her failings. Tonight, even though she’d agreed to put me up, she still insisted we meet at a Malay restaurant nearby.

			My cheap suitcase sat beside us at a small teak table, on which sat a great pile of my mother’s concern for me: rich, fatty bak kut te and a pork-rib stew with salty yau char kwai for dipping. There was a bowl of nasi lemak, some sardine sambal, and cucumber and peanut salad. I had to make Mum stop when she tried to order roasted okra and sambal potatoes, “just in case.”

			Mum watched me trying to eat for a few moments before saying, “Carrie, I want you to have my flat.”

			I put my chopsticks down, grateful for a chance to stop pretending I was hungry.

			“I’ve been offered CEO of the Long Foundation. They’re a women’s charity in Brighton. I’m going to move down there, and I want you to have my flat for the next year while you do this job in Paddington. Your new hospital’s on the doorstep, and you need stability right now. You need somewhere to call home.”

			“But…surely you can commute?”

			She shook her head. “I want to give this project everything I have, and I can’t if I’ve got to spend three hours a day on public transport.”

			She watched me for a while, then put down her own chopsticks. It was a Tuesday night, nearly 10 p.m., but the restaurant was full. Above us, a speaker was playing music that might or might not have been Malaysian. To me it just sounded like Thailand.

			“I’ve failed you,” my mother said, to my astonishment. “I flew out to Thailand on a great white horse, convinced I’d be able to rescue Johan. But I failed abysmally. I failed him, and I failed you.”

			“Mum, he was guilty! He openly admits to having done it! What could you possibly have done?”

			“All I could think of was getting justice for him—for you. It didn’t occur to me that he might actually have done it. I didn’t pause. I didn’t think. I never do.”

			“But you tried. I was on my own and desperate, Mum—you flew out to be with me. I’d have gone under if you hadn’t.”

			Mum looked relieved. “I suppose it’s more than your father managed.”

			“Mum.”

			“Sorry. But I was disappointed by his absence. I’d have thought he’d set aside his loathing of me for at least a couple of weeks, given what you were going through.”

			“He was in touch every single day. And he did offer to come to Thailand. He was only in Bangladesh; it wouldn’t have taken him long. But we both agreed you were the best person for the job.”

			“Except I wasn’t,” Mum said, angry again. “I didn’t achieve a thing. I have never been a good mother, and yet here I am, having failed you again. I love you, Carrie. But I was never made for this job.”

			I had never heard my mother speak in this way.

			“Please try to forgive me. And even if you can’t, please take my flat. I want you to have somewhere safe and easy near your work. You need it.”

			Mum’s eyes had filled with tears. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen this happen. She picked up a napkin and almost hit herself in the face with it. My mother and father could not have been more different as human beings, but both of them did nearly anything rather than cry.

			I accepted her offer. What else could I do? And she was right: I did need somewhere to live that wasn’t full of my life with Johan.

			She slept on the sofa that night so that I could have the bed. There was a photo of me and Maya on her bedside table, two smiling girls on top of Hound Tor on a blazing summer day. In her tiny bathroom, a picture frame holding little offcuts of our hair. Carrie, December 1985, her handwriting said, next to one. Maya, April ’88.

			I’d been too frozen to cry since coming back at the end of September. The hair was what finally brought the tears.

			The next morning, as I walked the short distance to the hospital, Mum sent me her first ever text message. She believed mobile phones should never have been developed beyond their basic ability to make and receive calls. It was very touching to receive a communication like this.

			I’m sorry, she wrote. I love you.

			

			—

			The call from Prawat came through two days before Christmas. I was in the on-call bedroom, checking the bedsheets for signs of prior use, when my phone rang.

			I hadn’t actually talked to Prawat in Bangkok; Mum had done it all. So I didn’t know his usual tone, but I knew straight away that the news was bad.

			“Johan’s trial took place over the past two days,” he said, after some hopeless pleasantries. I peeled back the duvet and inspected the bedsheet. It looked clean and stretched tight. Two nights ago, I had been in someone else’s dirty sheets for the three hours’ rest I managed to get between emergencies.

			“We were not expecting such a quick trial. It is very unusual in Thailand. His lawyer was not prepared, and I think this was not an accident. I think they wanted his lawyer unready.”

			I sat down. “And?”

			“The lawyer did his best, but it was not a good trial. I am very sorry, Carrie, he has been found guilty and they have given him a twenty-five-year sentence in Bang Kwang Prison.”

			He went silent, but I knew he was still there because I could hear mopeds and horns, a faint ribbon of music.

			I had read about Bang Kwang. It sounded like the darkest place on earth. It housed Thailand’s highest-security male prisoners, along with the national death row and execution chamber. I distinctly remember one post on a forum that said the only way out of Bang Kwang was in a box.

			I curled slowly down onto the bed, suddenly faint.

			“Not Bang Kwang.”

			“It is Bang Kwang,” Prawat said softly into my ear. Thousands of miles away. I pulled the synthetic duvet over myself. I hadn’t even removed my shoes. “I am so sorry.”

			I didn’t speak.

			“Carrie. I have to tell you that even though Johan’s lawyer was not ready, he would get the guilty verdict anyhow. I am sorry to say that I have continued my inquiries, carefully and quietly, and I am satisfied that he did commit the crime. There is no doubt. I also have learned that he was delivering for one of the biggest crime rings in Asia. He was cooperating with them for a long time.”

			I lay down on my back, adjusting my phone. “Are you sure?” I asked. “You really believe this?”

			“I know it,” he said gently. “I think you have made a very lucky escape. But I know this is very hard. I am very, very sorry.”

			“Me too,” I said.

			Prawat excused himself to speak briefly in Thai to someone nearby. The faint music I’d heard earlier got louder. The radio, or whatever it was, was playing “You’ve Got the Love.”

			“I also have to tell you…ah…Johan had a girlfriend in the organization. I have heard this from multiple sources.”

			I sat up again. “No. That’s—that’s not possible.” But even as I spoke the words, I recognized the naivety, the simple faith that had got me into this mess in the first place.

			“It is,” Prawat said simply. “I don’t know if she was in Myanmar or here in Thailand, but I have heard from several people that they were more than just professional colleagues.”

			After the call had ended I lay in bed, perfectly still. I breathed in the stale, recycled air under the duvet and listened to my urgent heartbeat. I felt my phone slip out of my hand and onto the floor.

			I stayed there, unmoving, for thirty-four minutes, thinking about my husband the criminal, the liar, the adulterer. The man who had filled my gullible, lonely little mind with stories, right up until the moment he was taken away.

			I stayed there, breathing this new version of my life in and out, until the screech of my bleeper propelled me out of bed.

			Stethoscope on. Hair tidy. Phone on airplane mode. Pen in pocket, scrubs neat.

			Fuck you, I said silently, even though my heart was shattered. Fuck you, Johan Kullberg.

			Left foot, right foot, left, right. Back to my job. He could no longer take this from me. He could no longer take anything. I was a lone wolf now, just like I was always meant to be, and nobody would ever make me vulnerable again.
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				Twenty-five.

				Now: Stockholm, January 2023

			
			We stand looking at each other across the hotel bar for a year, a second, an hour. I’ve no idea. Time passes; it’s just him and me.

			He puts his beer down on the bar, then his phone. He shuts his eyes momentarily, then looks toward the windows as if expecting me to disappear. Seconds later, his eyes meet mine again.

			And for a lethal moment I remember the precise feeling I used to have when I looked this man in the eye, the feeling I once craved above all other things. I have not had it since I met him, even though Robin is the man I want to grow old with. This feeling is different. It always was.

			Within seconds, though, it’s gone. I stare at him, he stares at me, and I’m scalded by that old grief that owned me for so many years. I see the crushed version of myself that returned to London without him, those dreadful meetings with my hospital trust’s lawyers about the extent to which I truly knew Johan. My miserable obsession with the other woman, whoever she was, and the solitude of my evenings when I wasn’t on call.

			He received a royal pardon, I read that night in my kitchen before Christmas. He achieved the impossible. His name was cleared, all charges were removed from the record, and he was repatriated to Sweden to restart his life. Six years ago.

			And it’s this that has been keeping me awake at night. The possibility that he was innocent all along.

			Don’t ever give up on your gut, my father said when I returned from Thailand. Yet that’s exactly what I had done.

			I walk toward him. I don’t know what I’ll do when I reach him; I know only that I’m being given, for whatever reason, a chance to ask the questions I never thought I’d get to ask.

			Johan’s taller than I remembered. His hair’s now short.

			Neither of us smiles as I approach him. He shakes his head again, as if trying to dislodge me, but his eyes don’t leave mine.

			And then I’m standing in front of him. The miracle of him, this free man.

			His laughter lines are still there, but they’re accompanied by others that won’t just be age. I stopped reading about life in Thai prisons when I came back to London. It was too awful.

			“Carrie?”

			I nod.

			“Carrie…” His voice is laced with shock and wonder. He starts forward as if to hug me but pulls himself back. There’s a smile beginning, buried somewhere in the disbelief.

			He smells of expensive scent, something subtle I don’t recognize. I used to bury my nose in his neck to inhale the smell of him, to experience him with every one of my senses.

			His eyes are the same eyes I’ve held in my memory all these years. The planes of his body, too. This is him.

			“Oh my God,” he says quietly.

			The texture of his voice. It never left my system.

			“How…how are you here?” he asks, when he’s ready to speak again.

			“I’m a Roof host,” I say carefully. “I’m here for the conference. But I checked the delegate list before I booked, and you weren’t on it. I wouldn’t have come if I thought there was any chance of…of this.”

			“It was a spur-of-the-moment thing,” he says. “I just had a feeling I should…” He breaks off. “How did you know to even look for me on the list? How do you know I’m a Roof host? What is happening? Carrie!”

			The sound of my name is thrilling and terrible. Cerrie. The slightly flattened vowel. The tentative depth of his voice. He folds his arms across his chest as if defending himself, although that old energy is still there in his eyes.

			“It’s a long story,” I say. I look away, into the blurring air around us. “I—I found you just before Christmas. Completely by accident. I was looking at your summer house on Roof. It was a terrible shock. So, if it helps, I have some idea of how you’re feeling right now.”

			He rubs his face with his hands. “I…um…Please can we sit down?”

			After a pause I nod, and we turn to look at a room of mostly empty tables. Neither of us wants to commit to the romantic view of the snowy street and the vast silver river beyond; nor to be too close to the bar, where people might hear us.

			I point to a table in the middle, facing away from the window. I seat myself with a view of reception, where a coachload of tourists are waiting in line to check in. Johan sits opposite me. His thighs are as long and lean as they always were, and for a moment I permit myself the physical memory of resting my feet on them. He used to pick them up and put them between his legs to warm them.

			After a second, as if he’s having this memory, too, he gets back up again. “I’m getting a drink,” he says. “Do you want one?”

			I nod, but he walks away before I have time to tell him what I want.

			He knows. He hasn’t forgotten.

			This angers me somewhat. All these years he’s remembered what I like to drink, yet he hasn’t found it in himself to write me an email? Hey, Carrie. Remember how we were going to spend the rest of our lives together? I thought you’d want to know that I received a royal pardon! I’m free! I hope you’ve been OK!

			I don’t look at him while he’s at the bar but I can see him out of the corner of my eye, turning around to check I’m still there every few seconds.

			Minutes later, he’s back with a gin and tonic for me and a pint of something pale and wheaty for himself. He sits down slowly and, for the first time, looks at all of me. I wonder if he’s taking in the image of a slightly frumpy mother, now a few months off forty, or scanning a body he once loved.

			Or at least he pretended to love. I still don’t know the extent of his double life. How he came to be arrested, if he wasn’t guilty. Who this girlfriend was; why he broke it off with me. I have no idea if anything that passed between us was genuine.

			“So you’re here for the conference?” he asks eventually.

			“That’s right.” My voice is matter-of-fact. “I have a little Roof property in England. I haven’t done a conference since COVID, so I decided to come. Then I met up with my old clinical supervisor from the Royal London. She works out here.”

			“Yanika Hatziz?”

			“Yes! Well remembered.”

			“Still terrifying?”

			“Worse than ever.”

			I look away, angry with myself, angrier still with him. I don’t want to sit down and have a cozy catch-up.

			I get up and order a glass of red wine. I’ve barely drunk spirits since that one day he was my husband.

			“What the actual fuck, Carrie?!” he says when I return. He’s smiling now, properly, and I don’t like it. “I can’t believe this is happening. Are you OK?”

			I shrug helplessly. “Are you?”

			“My physical health is mostly all right,” he says after a moment’s thought. “I have a lot of digestive problems. I also lost a finger.” He holds up his left hand, and there it is: a proximal amputation, fourth ray. It’s a decent enough job, although his fifth hasn’t been translocated. I suppose that’s to be expected in a prison. I look at the empty space. That was the finger on which he wore a wedding ring for those few hours before they took him away.

			I wonder what became of the ring. What he would think if he knew I’d kept mine.

			“Mental health is mostly OK, too,” he adds after a moment. “Although it’s taken a lot of work.”

			I nod, twisting my drink around and around. Adrenaline has formed a corset around my chest. I try to breathe deeply but not enough is coming in, not enough is going out. His eyes haven’t left mine.

			“And you?” he asks after a moment. “Did you…Were you…Oh my God,” he says, blowing out slowly through his mouth. “I can’t…I’m in shock. This is…” He trails off, making a gesture with his hands that may or may not be a volcano exploding. Or perhaps his head.

			“I know,” I say, and for a brief moment I allow myself to smile.

			He smiles back, right at me. “I just wanted to learn how to use the algorithm pricing,” he says, scratching his head. “I booked at the last minute—I very nearly didn’t come. The seminar I went to was good, actually, they—”

			“Johan.” My smile has gone. “I can’t do small talk. I know you’ve been caught completely unawares, but I can’t and won’t sit here talking about Roof.”

			He thinks about this for a moment, then nods. “That’s fair enough. Tell me how you are.”

			“Essentially fine. But the past few weeks, since I found you, have been challenging.”

			He waits. I think he knows what’s coming.

			“You left me devastated, Johan. You cut me off without any real explanation. You robbed me of years of happiness and very nearly my job. You seemed not to care that I’d spend the rest of my life driven mad wondering what had happened. Then you got a pardon and restarted your life, and you didn’t even tell me. You didn’t send me so much as an email.” My voice drops. “I just…just like before, it’s hard to believe that the Johan I knew could behave in such a way.”

			I push the wine away. I don’t want that either.

			Johan looks like he’s trying to understand what I’ve just said. “But Carrie. You know what happened.”

			“I don’t know a fucking thing! Beyond that you were guilty, that you really did smuggle drugs into Thailand, and that you were fucking someone else the whole time. That’s all I knew, Johan. That’s all I have ever known. Until six weeks ago, when I read on a Swedish website that you actually weren’t guilty. What the hell?”

			“Oh, God,” he says, his face pale.

			I don’t say anything. I just wait, steeping in my unspent rage.

			“Do you mean nobody told you? Your—I mean, nobody talked to you about it?”

			“Who?! Who was going to tell me, if you didn’t?”

			Johan puts his head in his hands. “That is awful,” he says. “I can’t believe you didn’t…Oh, God. All these years.”

			“Just tell me what happened.”

			Johan stretches, then yawns. He’s not just nervous; he’s terrified. I look away as his jumper rides up and reveals a slice of belly.

			He shifts some more in his chair, then pulls it into the table so he’s closer to me. “I was not a drug dealer. Was I guilty of carrying some pills? Yes. But I was not a drug dealer. Of course I wasn’t.”

			“Of course? What do you mean, of course?”

			“This is hard for both of us,” he says carefully. “I get it. But please be patient with me. I was not expecting this.” He sighs. “What I meant was, of course I wasn’t a drug dealer because—well, firstly, that’s not who I am, or ever was. And secondly, I meant of course because as far as I was concerned, you know all about what happened. I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that you don’t.”

			“You told me you were guilty. You insisted upon it. You can’t expect me to believe something different just because you somehow received a pardon.” I realize my fists are balled under the table. “Just tell me the truth! Please, Johan!”

			“I am telling you the truth. I have never sold so much as a milligram of an illegal drug. I wouldn’t have. That is the truth.”

			I stare at him. “But how am I supposed to believe that? After you insisted you were guilty? After you willingly took a prison sentence?”

			Johan closes his eyes.

			“The very last thing I heard about you was when Prawat called and said you’d been sentenced to twenty-five years in Bang Kwang. He said you’d been involved with the crime ring for ‘a while’ and that you had a girlfriend within the organization. After that: nothing. Not a word from you, your family, nobody. Just the rest of my life, stretching on ahead, knowing that the man I had fallen in love with was not only a criminal, but that he’d been lying to me from the beginning. About everything. And not only that, but that he never wanted to see me again.” My voice is beginning to crack. “It broke me, Johan.”

			His eyes open. “A girlfriend,” he says slowly. “That got back to you?”

			“Was it that woman in Chinatown? The one who came into the shop when you were supposedly delivering jaggery balls?”

			“You don’t even know what was happening in that shop?”

			I shake my head, and once again I’m on the brink of tears. For twenty-seven-year-old me, crying into thin hotel pillows, begging consular staff, police, court officials, anyone who might speak a word of English, for help.

			“I don’t know anything. All I have to go on is this conversation now. You’re telling me that everything I’ve believed for more than a decade is in fact untrue, that you didn’t do it? That you are actually just a really nice guy? Would you believe any of that, if you were me?”

			He shakes his head, but I think it’s more a stress reaction than an answer to my question.

			“Why should I believe you?” I ask quietly. “Why should I trust anything you say?”

			“I wouldn’t trust me, if I was in your shoes,” he says after a long pause. “But I hope you will come to believe what I’m saying one day. Even if that’s not today.”

			I rest my head in my hands. A part of me does believe him already, I realize; but I think that’s the part that never wanted this to be true in the first place. The part that once loved this man.

			“Why are you so surprised that I don’t know what happened?” I ask. “Who were you expecting to tell me you’d been pardoned? The Swedish government? The Thai justice authorities? Neither of them gave a shit about me.”

			He stares at me for a long time. “Oh, Carrie,” he says at last. “All these years you’ve been in the dark. It’s awful.”

			The tourists who checked in are beginning to arrive back down in the bar now, free of their thick coats and suitcases. There’s a hum of conversation and laughter from the tables they’re pulling together.

			I watch Johan trying to compose himself. He’s still in jeans and a jumper, but they’re of higher quality than the clothes he used to wear; he no longer looks like an aspiring diver with a sideline in translation and plastering. He looks like he can afford good therapy and regular massages. And while I accept that none of these things would heal several years in a Thai prison, the impression overall is of a man in excellent health. Strong, fit, robust and—perhaps more than ever before—unbearably attractive.

			“You should have been told,” is what he says. “But—and I know this will make you even more angry—I’m not at liberty to say anymore about why I thought you knew, or what I expected to have happened when I was pardoned. I’m sorry.”

			“What? No way! You can’t do this to me!”

			“I’m sorry, Carrie. But it’s not just about me.”

			Furious, disbelieving, I get up. I cannot be at this table a moment longer. But seconds later, I sit back down. I’m not losing him again. Not now.

			He looks at me, silently, for a long time, and his eyes are still beautiful. I wish they weren’t. Bright denim blue, and watching me as if I’m the only person on earth.

			“What I can tell you is that there was never another girlfriend.” He says this slowly, with the emphasis on never. “And I never worked for a big crime ring. I did hear they were going to send that story out. To deter you, in case you decided to fly back to Thailand for another try, although I never believed it would actually reach you. But I guess they’re the sort of people who could pull off anything. I know it was them who tipped off your hospital trust about my arrest. They just wanted you and your mum out of there as quickly as possible.”

			I wrap my arms around myself.

			“Say that again.”

			He looks straight at me. “I did not work for a crime ring. And I did not have a girlfriend. I loved you, Carrie. Only you.”

			He stops talking and just looks straight at me, as if waiting for me to take this in. “Only you,” he repeats, quietly. “But I made a monumental error of judgment that I nearly paid for with my life.”

			I close my eyes, hugging myself harder. I want to believe him.

			“So you mean, Prawat lied to me? About you working for a gang? He lied about the girlfriend?”

			“Oh, no. He was simply sharing the information he’d been deliberately fed. He’d have had no reason to believe it wasn’t true.”

			“So was there even a crime ring? Was that made up, too?”

			Johan’s face changes. “The syndicate’s very real. I don’t know much about it but I do know it’s one of the biggest criminal organizations in the world. Certainly the biggest in Asia. But I can tell you I had absolutely nothing to do with it.”

			“And the syndicate’s the reason you still won’t talk to me?”

			He squirms. “Yes and no.”

			He looks down at my hand on the table for a while and I know he’s looking at my wedding ring. “I was cleared,” he says. “Completely, and rightfully. I was not a drug dealer, Carrie, and I never worked for any criminal organizations. I didn’t have a double life. I was exactly the person you thought I was. And you—us—our wedding—every moment of it was real.”

			My eyes swim with tears. It feels like a betrayal to Robin, to my children, and especially to my old self, for me to be crying like this, but this is many years’ worth of grief and anger discharging, and I have neither the strength nor the desire to stop it.

			Johan hands me the little napkin that came with his drink, and I dry my eyes. Outside, darkness is beginning to fall; car lights bleed into the compacted ice, and the cocktail bar across the way is switching on its fairy lights. As if in response, our own bar lowers its lighting and the round white globes on each table glow into life. It’s uncomfortably romantic.

			I look at Johan, once the love of my life. He’s still watching me, with the intensity my body still remembers.

			“I am so sorry.” He reaches over to hand me more tissues as another tear falls, but I pull away. I don’t want him touching me. Looking at me in that way.

			“How am I meant to believe anything you say?” I ask again.

			“I don’t know.” His voice is sad. “I just don’t know.”

			I look away. As he says, I have no reason to trust him. But I know he’s telling the truth. I feel it. And that’s why I’m crying; that’s why the world feels changed. Even though it’s years too late, I’m finally hearing what I longed to hear. What I needed to hear, for the sake of my sanity. My heart.

			

			—

			He asks about my family. He wants to know about Mum, Maya, and Eagle, their life in Colorado. I’d forgotten how much he liked my mother, how admiring he had always been of not only her work but of her as a woman in her own right.

			Dutifully, and because I’m in shock, I ask about his parents, about Lucas, about life in Sweden. I ask the sort of questions one might ask an ex they haven’t seen in several years. But I’m lost. Everything I built on anger is collapsing around me.

			“How’s your dad?” he asks, next.

			“He’s got Alzheimer’s,” I say shortly. “He’s in residential care. And actually quite sick at the moment.” I check my phone, but there’s nothing from Nicola.

			Johan’s face falls. “I’m sorry. That’s…God, that’s heartbreaking. Your lovely dad.”

			“Yeah.” I fiddle with my drink coaster; a leather spot of black on a smooth, white table. “It’s been incredibly hard.”

			“What sort of things does he remember?” Johan asks.

			“It varies. It was mostly just his episodic memory for a while—recent events, things he’d done and said. But it’s a lot worse now. He hasn’t got many dates or facts left at all. He’s just in this kind of shifting time warp, with people he mostly doesn’t recognize coming and going. Like, I’ll go and see him and he’ll tell me about his daughter who’s a surgeon, even though he can’t quite remember her name.”

			“Oh, Carrie.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Does he remember his surgeon daughter’s husband getting arrested on their wedding day?”

			I try and fail to smile. “He did once tell me that story, yes. But he’d forgotten your name, and he had no idea it had happened to me—he said it had happened to a friend’s daughter. He told it like he was the village gossip. Scandalized tones, shaking his head, the works.”

			“He didn’t remember the details?”

			“No, thankfully.”

			“I’m glad,” Johan says after a pause. “I’d hate to have contributed to a painful memory. It’s bad enough that you’ve had to live it all these years.”

			Tiredness is closing in quiet and fast, like heavy snowfall. The shock is wearing off. Johan’s energy is focused entirely on me; he doesn’t look anywhere else. It’s me who keeps breaking eye contact.

			I take a breath. “If you really can’t or won’t tell me anymore, I think I want to go,” I say. “I have two children and a husband. It’s not right for me to be here with you.”

			And it isn’t right. I need to be there for my poor little Maeve after her trip to the head teacher’s office. And for my Raffy, who is without his mummy for the first time in his life. If Robin’s gone so far as to admit they’re struggling without me, things must be bad. I’ll get them while they’re still at the table if I call in the next ten minutes. My heart lifts at the thought of their little voices, their silly faces covered in food and pen marks, the illicit chocolate Robin’s probably let them have.

			“I hope your husband is a nice man,” Johan says after a pause. “I hope he looks after you.”

			“He does. Beautifully.”

			“Good.”

			“I know you’re a father, too. I looked you up online, of course. When I found your cabin.”

			“I’m a stepdad,” he says. “Matteo isn’t my son. As he has reminded me more than once when I’ve refused to buy him sweets.” The ghost of a smile.

			There’s an uncomfortable sensation in my chest as he tells me this.

			“I’m going to go,” I repeat, standing up. “I’m leaving in the morning. And this is…I just can’t…”

			Johan stands up, too. He watches me for a while longer, then nods. “I understand.”

			I close my eyes. Twelve years of my life rewritten, just like that. I hold onto the back of my chair, trying to ground myself. I listen to the hum and clatter of the reception and bar, a shout of laughter disappearing into a stairwell, the sound of milk being foamed by a barista’s wand.

			“Carrie.”

			I open my eyes. He’s putting his wallet in his back pocket—the left one, as always.

			“It’s an anniversary for us today,” he says. “Thirteen years since the day we met. Did you know that?”

			I exhale slowly. Of course. A tall man standing in a corridor outside Major Trauma. Work trousers, paint on his wrist. Sky-blue eyes and a deep sense of knowing. The pull of that man.

			“I’d forgotten,” I admit.

			“I hadn’t.”

			He moves closer and my body, without my permission, simply switches on. Briefly, I feel fury at it, this internal chemistry lab over which I should surely have developed some agency. But it’s very clear that I haven’t, that I can’t move away, no matter how much I want to. And I sense it’s the same for him.

			“Take good care, Carrie Cole.” He reaches forward and gently kisses my cheek. It lands near my ear and spreads across my whole body. He watches me for a moment more, then thumbs away the tear that has sprung, against my will.

			“There wasn’t a day I didn’t think about you,” he says. He removes a tear from the other eye. “There still isn’t. I loved you every bit as much as you loved me.”
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			Twenty-six.

			I pack my bags and go straight to Arlanda airport, booking a new return flight on my phone. The flight stops in Munich and doesn’t land at Heathrow until nearly 10 p.m., but I don’t care. I need to return to my life, to my three loves, and that needs to happen without delay.

			I drive up onto the moor just after 2 a.m., moon hazy behind silver loafs of night cloud. Stars carpet the vast black rising above the hills and tors; rabbits and deer scatter before my headlights. I find myself praying as I bounce down our potholed track, gorse glowing on either side: Please let me not have harmed what I have here. Please.

			Even though the only thing I want to do is run up to my children’s bedroom, I go straight to the Pig Shed, which is empty this week, and scrub myself down in the shower like a criminal. My body reacted to Johan’s in ways that frightened me—I want to remove that energy. I am happy here with my husband and children. I don’t want any of this infected by my past.

			Soon after, I’m in the children’s room, breathing in their sweet foggy breath, kissing their divine-smelling little heads. Raffy bats off my hand in his sleep, whereas Maeve, unusually, is sleeping neatly and peacefully, her hair in two plaits like Pippi Longstocking. Before I left for Sweden we read three Pippi Longstocking books. The kids made me promise I’d take them to Stockholm one day, too, to see the Pippi house at the children’s museum.

			Finally, I come to my own bedroom, picking my way quietly around the bed to my side, by the window that we never close, and the reassuring shape of Robin’s body in the bed. This is the end of it all. This is home.

			“Hello,” a sleepy voice says in the dark. When I called earlier to say I’d binned off the rest of the conference and was coming home tonight, he was delighted. Had my car not been waiting for me in the car park at Heathrow, I think he’d have bundled the sleeping children into his and driven all the way up to collect me.

			Explosions and fireworks are all very well at the start of a relationship, but there must be something solid and beautiful beyond that for it to last. My relationship with Robin has been a case in point; my relationship with Johan was not. We had the fireworks, we had the explosions, but then—after the biggest firework of all—we had nothing.

			“Hi,” I whisper, dropping a kiss into the dark. It lands in Robin’s hair. He reaches out a hand and manages to land it on my breast, which makes him chuckle sleepily.

			I wish I’d just told him. The moment I found Johan on Roof, I wish I’d just bloody well gone to him, to my calm, practical husband, who’s always championed honesty, and told him that something truly crazy had happened. Now it’s far too late.

			“You OK?” Robin’s muffled voice asks as I sit quietly on the bed, taking my earrings out. He gave them to me for our fifth anniversary. They look expensive, although I’ve never asked. Johan would never have bought expensive jewelry, but I feel special when I wear them.

			A warm hand lands on the small of my back and my body unravels a little more. I lean back into the hand and then curl up next to him, still clothed, unclenching for the first time in many hours.

			“Yes,” I say, and he kisses the back of my neck. A big bear arm hooks around me.

			I don’t need to find out why Johan pleaded guilty more than a decade ago. He wasn’t willing to be transparent about the situation then, and he isn’t now.

			This is where I belong.

			

			—

			Two days later, I drive over to help Nicola sort through Dad’s stuff before visiting him at his nursing home. Maya has gone to London for a couple of nights to see some old friends, and the kids are at school.

			I have found the past few days hard. Pain and anger at Johan’s betrayal have been the foundation stones of my recovery all these years, and the loss of that firm footing is something I feel keenly.

			I’ve developed a routine in which I get up and move my body the moment he creeps, spiderlike, into my mind. The idea was that I got up and danced or did some exercise, but the reality is I mostly clean and tidy. But whatever the movement is, I keep doing it until the thoughts are gone. Maya would tell me I’m squashing down my feelings. She would probably be right.

			It’s helped that the kids have been clamped to me like barnacles since I returned. “You were away for weeks,” Raffy whispered the next morning, after Maeve dive-bombed our bed, shouting Mummy! at the top of her voice. “Please don’t do that again,” he said.

			“It was two nights!” I protested while he tore open the Brothers Lionheart jigsaw I’d brought from Sweden, but he wasn’t having any of it. “Weeks,” he insisted, upending the jigsaw pieces on my duvet. There’s nothing like the physical reality of children who couldn’t care less about what’s happening in your head to return you squarely to the present moment.

			“We’ve painted you one thousand three millionty-five pictures,” Maeve said, dragging me down the stairs, circling her new Swedish dance ribbon vigorously. She wasn’t exaggerating. Robin had dried each one and stacked them like poppadoms on the kitchen table. One said MUMMY YOU ARE MY FAYVRIT, but another said I HAYT YOU MUMMY.

			I haven’t yet broached the subject of me returning to Sweden for a two-week attachment, although I haven’t broached that subject with myself, either. It’s an outstanding opportunity—Yanika will take me into every operation and I’ll get to observe robotic techniques I’d have no hope of witnessing at a regional hospital in the UK. But it won’t make any formal contribution to my reorientation year and, far more importantly, I am no longer sure I can handle being in that city.

			

			—

			Nicola has red eyes when she opens the door but tells me she is fine. She’s been dealing with Dad’s departure with a vigorous program of decluttering and sorting, which is something I can relate to. I know from my own struggles with toxic productivity that the last thing she needs is for someone to tell her to stop and rest, because she won’t. She’ll carry on doing it, only in secret. The best thing I can do for her is help.

			After making me a cup of tea, she sends me up to Dad’s study. There’s a lot of confidential paperwork up there from his years in the civil service, and he made us promise, when he was diagnosed, that we’d shred it all once he lost capacity to gatekeep it himself.

			The study smells of furniture polish and sun-bleached, aging paper. I stand in the doorway for a few moments, breathing deeply as tears fill my eyes. This room is my father and his good life. This yawning space is him.

			I look at the shelves lining each wall. I remember Dad putting them up with a local carpenter called Biff. Dad and Biff had been in here for days: radio on, beers at lunchtime, great gusts of laughter. It’s silent now. Dad isn’t even in the building.

			Dust motes sway lazily in a bar of light as I decide where to start. It’s a dizzying task. Dad kept every single appointment diary for the past forty years. Every phone bill. When banks stopped sending statements, he’d print them out each month and file them in his binder.

			I begin with the appointment diaries. These were on the list of items he told us to shred without sorting, but I dip in and out of a few as I stack them up next to the shredder, ready to remove their stiff covers.

			I open up 2010, which was the year I met, fell in love with and then lost Johan. I flip to the summer, when Johan flew to Myanmar. Dad had meetings with parliamentary secretaries, legal advisers, endless colleagues within the Department for International Development at the time, but there’s one mention of me: C flying to Thailand on August 30. Dad flew out to Bangladesh two days after I flew to Thailand to meet Johan. He was involved with a big water sanitation program out there. I remember clearly the moment when I called to tell him that my brand-new husband was now in police custody for drug trafficking.

			Mum was already on a plane by that point, and Dad offered to come, too, during the call. But what I really needed Dad to do was what he’d always done best: calm me down.

			We talked for a long time on that patchy phone line. I believe that conversation was the only reason I got any sleep that night.

			“I can’t believe the lovely young man I met could have done this,” he said before we ended the call. “I cannot and I will not, Carrie. I don’t think you’re mad.”

			After that entry in Dad’s diary there are several emergency phone appointments with the British and Swedish embassies in Thailand, the British Foreign Office, a handful of other agencies Dad must have approached for help. The one thing uniting my parents during that time was that they both believed in Johan.

			I get up and start moving, as per the terms of my agreement with myself. I dust Dad’s desk and all the objects on it. I manage to smile at the cheesy framed photo of me, him, Nicola, and Maya at Thorpe Park back in the nineties. We’d bullied him into that; theme parks were his worst nightmare. After a few seconds, I force myself to turn away from the picture and get back to my jobs.

			I pile up the rest of the diaries and turn next to Dad’s phone bills. I start at the beginning, which is 1999, but within seconds I’m reaching for 2010. There’s a dangerous part of me that wants to experience that time again, to see the nuts and bolts of it on paper.

			Dad was with the network provider Orange back then. The bills are printed on thick paper, in color: it’s oddly anachronistic to hold such a well-made record in my hands. I flip through to August.

			There’s a long call to me the night before I flew out to Thailand to meet Johan, which I remember. Dad was in the Strangers’ Bar in the House of Commons, but it was so noisy that he left, talking to me all the way along Millbank to Vauxhall Bridge. I remember him trying to forbid me from taking any of my surgical study books away with me, and how we’d both laughed because we knew that was nonviable.

			I scan on through the numbers. Most are landlines in London, although there are plenty of mobiles too.

			Until, right there in the middle of them all, I see a Thai number.

			The sight of a +66 still agitates me now. I study the phone bill carefully. The call goes on for nearly an hour, and it’s on the night Johan arrived in Thailand to meet me. I google the exact time difference between the UK and Thailand during the month of August and discover that the call took place around ninety minutes after Johan landed, at the precise time I was sitting in Soi Rambuttri, wondering where he was.

			I know that evening by heart. There was no mention of a call between Johan and my father. And nor should there have been, either; they’d only met twice. Johan had told me he was late because it had taken ages for him to clear passport control and customs, and I’d had no reason to doubt this until he was arrested.

			Determined for there to be a reasonable explanation, I pick up my phone and start dialing the number. It rings out. I put the number into Google but nothing comes up.

			With creeping disquiet, I scan through the rest of the month. There are calls to Thailand starting from the very same day I told Dad what was happening. I call and google these numbers, and they all correspond to the emergency appointments in his diary. The phone answering services at the British and Swedish embassies are as familiar as they are sickening.

			Every number checks out, apart from this one on the night Johan arrived.

			A few times since returning from Stockholm, I’ve allowed myself to wonder who exactly Johan was referring to when he said he assumed I’d “been told” what had happened to him. He was astonished when he realized that I was still in the dark all these years later, and I don’t believe he was making that up.

			Who is this failed messenger? Johan and I didn’t have anyone in common when we came into each other’s lives. We’d met each other’s friends, of course; he’d met my parents in person and I’d talked to his on video calls. But none of us had developed independent relationships.

			And yet, here is a call to Thailand from Dad’s number—an isolated, unexplained call, at the exact time I was on my own in Bangkok wondering where my boyfriend was.

			Unwillingly, my mind returns to my meeting with Johan in the hotel bar last week, to the conversation we had about Dad.

			Johan asked, very specifically, if Dad could still remember the details of what had happened in Thailand.

			Why?

			I get up and start moving again. I shred all of Dad’s work letters, then his old contracts, then his payslips. I keep going until I’m willing to put this phone call to the back of my mind, and then I drive to his nursing home with music on at full blast.

			

			—

			“Hello, darling,” Dad says when I come in. He smiles tiredly, then says, “Sorry,” gesturing vaguely at the room. He seems surprised and embarrassed to find himself in bed in the middle of the day, but pleased to see me.

			I smile at him, although I’m on the verge of tears. I can’t remember the last time Dad knew who I was.

			I hug him, carefully. He’s lost quite a bit of weight since having COVID. “It’s good to see you, Dad. How are you feeling?”

			“Ah…well, not so good,” he says, trying to smile. The effort of this exchange has already been so great he has to close his eyes for a few moments. I wonder if he knows he’s had COVID. I wonder if he even understands where he is, in this unexpected shaft of lucidity.

			“Can I help you get more comfortable?”

			“Oh no, I’m all right.” His speech is slow, deliberate, as if he’s having to shape each word before speaking. “How is it all going? How many laparotomies have you got under your belt now?”

			Dearest Dad. I had to get one hundred laparotomies under my belt before completing my training, and in two of my surgical reg jobs they’d only come about rarely. When they had presented, I’d had to fight for the cases with peers and seniors alike, all the while pretending not to fight at all. I explained this to him probably seven, eight years ago, yet it’s the thing he remembers first today.

			“I got the full hundred by ST6!”

			“Of course you did.” He smiles. “I always knew you would. Your mother will never admit she was wrong, but she was, wasn’t she? You were always meant to be a surgeon.”

			Dad has always been the safer and more reliable of my parents, but he’s far from perfect. More than thirty years have passed since they split up, but he still needs Mum to be the bad guy.

			“Listen, Dad,” I say. I know this is neither the time nor the place, but I don’t feel willing to pass up this opportunity. “Bit of a strange question, but did you—ah…were you in touch with Johan around the time he was imprisoned?”

			Dad doesn’t say anything for a while, but he’s looking at me oddly. My diaphragm pulls up.

			Then: “No,” he says. “I mean, I don’t think so.”

			I stare at my father, torn between my desperate need to know more and my instinct, as his daughter, to protect him from anything that might feel stressful or difficult.

			“I know it’s a bit of an odd question, but did you speak to him while we were in Thailand?”

			“It’s possible,” he says slowly. I look at him sharply. His tone has changed ever so slightly; he sounds a little more polite now, a little more wary. Oh, Dad. Please don’t go.

			He’s got new pajamas. Blue and white stripes; they’ll be one of the many things Nicola has bought to distract herself from her grief.

			“Would there be any chance of a teh tarik?” he asks after a pause. I’m pretty sure I’ve lost him.

			“Of course. Do you have a mug?”

			With some effort, Dad passes me a used mug. “There you go, dear. Do you know how to make it?”

			I stare into my father’s mug and tears fill my eyes. Teh tarik was what Mum made for Dad the very first time he visited her in her studio flat in west London. Although he stopped loving her a long time ago, Dad never stopped loving teh tarik. Frothy, sweet condensed milk tea, poured repeatedly from one cup to another; he’s been drinking this for decades. His bedside cabinet here at the nursing home is full of cans of Nestlé Carnation. Nicola’s trained all the staff to make it for him.

			“Of course I know how to make it, Dad,” I say gently, but he’s gone—visibly uncomfortable that this woman in his room is calling him Dad. And I’m not sure what feels worse: my selfishness in using this precious window to ask him about my ex-husband, or the prospect that this may be the last time he recognized me.

			I go off to get his tea and come back to a man who has no idea who I am. The sky brightens as we make small talk, this polite elderly gentleman with the stranger in his room, and long winter shadows creep through his window. I tell him Maya will be back from London in a few days and he says tiredly that that sounds nice; I must be looking forward to seeing her.

			By the time I leave his room, he’s close to falling asleep. You and Yours babbles on in the background on his portable radio and he’s smiling as he begins to drift. The scene is warm and calming, hard to parse with the reality of a slowly dying man at its center. I don’t tell him I love him, because I don’t want to embarrass or confuse him, but I do tell him I’ve had a lovely time chatting to him, and he seems pleased to be signing off in this way.

			

			—

			I go for a walk near Dad’s care home. The drive back to my house is less than half an hour, but I don’t feel able to sit still for twenty-seven minutes.

			I try the Thai number from Dad’s phone records again. This time, it’s answered.

			“Hello?” a voice says, just as I say the same. Two or three times, same thing. Hello? Hello?

			Eventually, I manage to ask who I’m talking to.

			“Ah…this is Katerina,” she replies. She sounds like she’s from eastern Europe, although I can’t pinpoint the country. “This is a hotel room. Direct line. Who are you looking for?”

			I apologize, calmly, but my heart is pounding now. “Which hotel?”

			“Er…the River Paradise Lodge.”

			“In Bangkok?” I ask.

			“Yes!”

			I get off the call as quickly as I can. For several minutes, I stand absolutely still on the path. I’m a few meters from a haphazard stack of granite slabs, rising from the mud that has been lightly churned by sheltering sheep.

			Why was my father on the phone to Johan the night he landed in Bangkok? What were they talking about? And why did I never know about this conversation?

			It’s a bright, cold February day and the land seethes with energy. In all directions, tors topple their rocks like spilled lava. Ancient, lichen-covered trees reach up on either side of my path, hungry for the sun. I climb up the pile of granite slabs and look at the sky. There are a few tiny knots of cloud scudding past the radio mast over at Princetown, but mostly it’s just me under a polished cold plate of perfect winter blue. I breathe deeply, arms outstretched.

			And it’s now that Johan returns to my system. It’s now that I’m flooded with that old longing, the great physical need he always roused in me. I allow myself, finally, to feel him in my body, the sensation of his mouth touching the skin near my ear last week. It lasted a second, no more, but it’s still imprinted, no matter how hard I scrub. I allow and allow, and I feel the vibrations of him, us, the old wired-in desire in every cell.

			Abruptly, I jump off the rock and carry on walking. I am vulnerable to all sorts of thoughts, if Johan isn’t a straightforward villain. I must keep moving.

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				Twenty-seven.

				Six weeks later: Stockholm, March 2023

			
			On the very first day of my placement, Yanika takes me into an emergency duodenal perforation. As I follow her down to theater at a brisk pace, she tells me the patient has peritonitis and probable sepsis. “Which is better in an emergency scenario like this,” she asks casually, “laparoscopic or open?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You heard.” She suddenly swerves right past a rail of lead vests, hanging inert like sentries.

			“How could I possibly answer that without assessing the patient? What if she’s got a load of adhesions from previous operations?”

			Yanika runs into her office to grab her glasses. “Very good!” She’s smiling, as if I’m a four-year-old who’s just written her first correct Q.

			“Yanika, I’ve only had six years off.”

			“Six years might as well be six decades to some of the consultants you’re going to encounter. The fact that it was mental health–related will make it even worse.”

			I had ultrapremature twins, for fuck’s sake! I manage not to say. She knows. She wishes only to prepare me. And I am prepared, I realize as I pull on a surgical cap. My body was built for this. It doesn’t matter what she or anyone thinks.

			The operation is chaotic. The patient, who’s had a hole in her bowel for three days now, is catastrophically unwell and within ten minutes is on an adrenaline infusion. In a situation like this, Yanika’s job is to get the patient on and off the table as quickly as possible—she needs to be back in intensive care. But at every stage, Yanika hits walls. The patient’s clotting is abnormal, her liver is failing, she’s losing hemoglobin in her urine, and she’s hypothermic.

			I watch from my step on the periphery of the action, completely absorbed. I have no consciousness of my own heart beating, my feet on the floor. There is only the patient’s body, bleeding, fighting, flagging.

			

			—

			Thirty minutes later, I watch my most cherished mentor call time of death.

			“Welcome back, Carrie,” she says when she leaves.

			I stand in the theater long after she has gone, watching two nurses washing the woman’s body. One of them is talking to the body as she prepares it. The floor still bears pools of mucky irrigation fluid. In the next room I can hear another anesthetist preparing for an incoming case; soon this theater will be readied for the next patient on the emergency list. Not even death allows us to pause, in this world.

			I feel around my body. Am I still here? The earth seems to have shifted; everything and nothing has happened. The health care assistants are cleaning the room; one of them is on the phone trying to find a suitable space for this woman’s family to come in and say goodbye. They work silently to remove all signs of mayhem. The patient’s face is covered now by a sheet.

			It’s been six years since I last stood unarmed on this battleground: confronting the tearing fragility of life, the game of roulette the universe plays with us during our short time on earth.

			And yet, here I am. Two feet on the ground. Saddened, shocked. But earthed. In fact, the main message I am receiving from my body is I need some water.

			This was a message I never used to hear. I’d go hours without water back then—without food, rest, not so much as thirty seconds in a toilet cubicle to take some breaths. I don’t know what’s changed since then, why I’m able, now, to hear myself. Maybe it’s just time. Time spent on the moor. Or perhaps the past few years of real happiness and stability, the first period of its sort in my life.

			I go off to get water and then I call Robin.

			“What are you eating?” I ask, after he’s updated me about the kids. (Raffy: has self-reported the medical condition “too many bogies.” Maeve: considering becoming a jockey when she’s older.)

			“Spaghetti hoops on toast,” he says. “With two sausages on the side. I know the face you’re pulling, and I couldn’t give two figs.”

			I laugh, unwrapping my boxed spring salad “with added ferments.”

			“How’s it going?” my husband asks. “When do you think you’ll get back into theater?”

			“I’ve already been in,” I tell him. “We had an emergency this morning.”

			I put down my fork because it feels disrespectful, suddenly, to be chatting with my husband about sausages and bogies when a life has ended. Somewhere in this hospital, that woman’s body is being prepared for the morgue, a body that was fighting spiritedly just an hour ago. I saw her heart beating. I saw her trying to live.

			“Did it go wrong?” Robin asks quietly.

			I nod, even though he can’t see me.

			“Did the patient die?”

			I nod again.

			“Oh God, Carrie. Are you OK, darling?”

			I take a long breath. Then, for the third time, I nod, only this time with energy. “Yes, I am—really and truly. This is exactly where I’m meant to be, Robin. And it’s exactly what I’m meant to be doing.”

			

			—

			Robin and the kids are booked to fly over during my second week in Stockholm, while Maya comes to stay during the first. She didn’t return to the States in January because of Dad’s COVID; he’s still in poor shape and his Alzheimer’s has progressed at a distressing rate. I was expecting this, as a clinician, but the reality has been devastating. I dread Maya’s return to Colorado.

			The longer she’s stayed in the UK, the more certain I’ve felt that something is up between her and Eagle, but she insists all is fine. Tonight, though, she dials my concern right up by unpacking a bottle of rum and several mixers on arrival. “Cocktails,” she says briskly, as if this is something we normally do together.

			Eagle and Maya gave up drinking when they were trying to have a baby. They didn’t try for long—probably about eighteen months, but the experience was sufficient for them to conclude that children were not meant to be part of their story. They decided not to resume drinking and I have to say, I think Maya’s been much better off without it. She drank to blackout in her teens and early twenties. There was one awful morning when she called me in tears, alone in an unknown house, terrified she might have been taken advantage of by some man whose identity she would never discover. To this day she has no idea what happened.

			“Is this OK?” I ask, because I feel like I must.

			“Yes!” Maya says, extracting a rolling pin, which she uses to smash up bunched ice in a bag. “I relaxed the rules a while back. I’m fine!”

			“Oh right…But—the thing is, you…” I hesitate. “You told me that if you ever decided that drinking might be a good idea again, I was to stop you.”

			Maya snorts. “And you told us that if you ever tried to go back to surgery, we were to stop you.”

			There’s little I can say to that.

			“People change, Carrie. As you well know. Not drinking was the right thing back then,” Maya says, dropping crushed ice into two highballs and getting some mint out of her bag. She always loved mojitos. “But I’m settled now. I’ve changed completely. The odd drink here and there just isn’t the threat it once was.”

			I think back to the countless cases of liver failure and cirrhosis I saw when I was training in hepatobiliary. There was one woman who’d committed to complete abstinence from alcohol for six months so she could receive a transplanted liver. I’m finally learning to live, she’d said when we’d seen her in clinic five months into her sobriety. I don’t ever want to drink again. Just six weeks later, a suitable liver had become available. When she came in for a pre-op assessment the following week, she was drunk. I heard she’d died six months later. She had two children under ten.

			“Stop it,” Maya laughs. “Stop comparing me to whatever patient horror stories you’ve got stored in there.”

			I laugh.

			“Honestly. I just want to have a couple of cocktails with you. I had a glass of wine on Christmas Day and I haven’t even thought about alcohol since. I’m not an alcoholic, Carrie; that’s not why we gave up. I know I was a bit crazy when I was young but I was way past that when Eagle and I were trying for a baby. I barely touched it.”

			“And you’re sure everything’s OK with you and Eagle?”

			My sister puts down the spoon she’s using to muddle brown sugar and mint. “Carrie! I’m making one cocktail.”

			“You’ve stayed an extra two months! I can’t not ask!”

			“I stayed because of Dad,” she says. “As you well know. You’re beginning to sound like me. Sticking your nose into areas where it’s not welcome.”

			We both laugh, and she serves me a mojito. “Now,” she says, “I want some gritty emotional drama. Tell me how you’re feeling about living four miles from Johan, for starters.” She drops a final wedge of lime into my glass. “I mean, seriously.”

			I take a risk. “It’s actually four point two-six miles to his office from here.”

			“You’ve put it into Maps! Carrie, talk to me. What are you doing?”

			God, how I’ve missed my sister these last years. “It’s been a little frightening,” I admit. “Ninety percent of the time I trust myself, but sometimes I wonder. Sometimes it feels like…I don’t know. My body. I can feel him in my body. It used to be like a sixth sense. And it seems to have come back. I don’t like it.”

			Maya takes down her cocktail in one. “You mustn’t see him,” she says. “There are far too many gray areas here.”

			“I’m not going to! I know this will pass, and I just need to ride it out. But you’re one of two people on earth I can be honest with.”

			She doesn’t say anything.

			“Anyone in my situation would be confused,” I say. “Wouldn’t they?”

			“They would,” Maya confirms. “And that’s why I flew over. I was worried you’d be driving yourself mad and not talking to anyone.” She pauses. “Plus, I’d still very much like to know why Johan was asking you about Dad’s memory. Not to mention their phone call in Thailand. I have to say, that’s really bothering me.”

			“I know,” I say. “But I can’t go there. Not while I’m doing this placement.”

			She updates me about Dad and then I get out my laptop. I want to video call my children before I get drunk, which will probably take all of one cocktail.

			

			—

			An hour later, we’re looking Johan up on his company website. “I’ve looked him up probably even more than you have,” Maya admits. We’re on our second cocktail, neither of us used to spirits, both of us pleasantly fuzzy. “And dear Christ, Carrie, isn’t he just so beautiful?”

			“Hmm,” I say, getting up to get some water. I don’t have to be in until nine fifteen tomorrow but I can’t risk a hangover.

			“Will you make some toast?” Maya calls. She’s still staring at Johan. “Why did he stop diving? How did he get into architecture? So many questions…” She flicks back over to his Roof listing, which we looked at together earlier. “And he’s obviously got very good at photography.”

			I message Robin while the bread’s in the toaster. When I called an hour ago, the kids were in the middle of a furious argument; both were in tears. Raffy shouted at Maeve that she was crazy in the head, which I know will have hurt her more deeply than Raffy could ever have planned. Maeve threw a tube of toothpaste at him, which did nothing to improve the mood.

			All good, Robin texts, with a dark, grainy picture of them asleep in their bunks. I zoom in on their blurry faces, wishing with every cell in my body that I could be there with them as they slept, even just for a minute.

			Are you OK? he asks, like he does every day. I hope Yanika’s going easy on you.

			All going brilliantly, I tell him, but he’s not online now. I hope he’s not out looking at the sky. I made him promise not to leave the kids on their own in the house at night but I’m not sure he’ll do what he’s told. Robin doesn’t function well when he can’t get out there with his lenses.

			My sister’s navigating her way around Johan’s Roof listing, reading his description of the house. I get some plates ready and take the butter out of the fridge.

			Then: “Oh shit,” Maya mutters, looking at my phone.

			“What?”

			“I pressed the Request to Book button.”

			I freeze. “For Johan’s cabin?”

			“Yes. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry…”

			I stare at her in horror.

			“If I cancel the request, will he still be able to see that I did it in the first place?”

			“Yes,” I whisper, even though I would give anything to make it a no. But I’m a Roof host, I know how it works. There’ll be a notification in Johan’s phone right now saying that “Carrie C” wants to rent his property for whatever spurious dates Maya’s entered to be able to search for his place. There’ll be a picture of me. Unmistakably, incontrovertibly me.

			“No,” is all I can say. “No…”

			“I’ll handle it,” she mutters, white-faced. “If he even bothers to message you. I mean, he’ll probably just think you’re a bit drunk and having a snoop and he’ll ignore it…right?”

			My heart is pounding. “Would you ignore that, if you were him?”

			She doesn’t get the chance to answer because my phone is now ringing.

			“No,” I wail. “He’s calling me.”

			“What?” She stares at the phone in her hands. “How is this happening?”

			“They added calling to the messaging platform recently.” I take the phone from her. “So guests can reach hosts quickly in an emergency…Oh shit, Maya. I don’t know what to do. He can see I’m online.”

			Maya snatches the phone back and answers it. I feel like I might be sick.

			“Hi,” she says. Her voice is not entirely steady. “Sorry, that was an error, my apologies…”

			At first I hear nothing. Then, after what feels like an age, Johan’s voice says, “Maya? Is that you?”

			My heart seems to stop at this point. Maya’s velvety voice has always been impossible to mistake.

			“…No?” she tries. “Well, yes. Sorry, Johan. Please don’t blame this on Carrie. I had a couple of cocktails, and I was looking at your cabin…”

			I want the world to end.

			“Maya,” he says. “Wow. This is a surprise. Are you with Carrie?”

			“Yes,” she mutters. “I’m so sorry. I’m a bit drunk. But, for the record, I’m so, so happy you got out of prison. I hear it’s a miracle to get a royal pardon. But I’ll stop talking now. Sorry. Bye.”

			And then she hands the phone to me. Just gives me the phone, with Johan at the other end, as if this is my problem.

			Terrified, I put the phone to my ear. He’s laughing. Not belly laughing, just chuckling quietly. It’s as if he’s right here next to me, mouth near my ear.

			“I’m so sorry,” I say, because there is absolutely no hope of styling this out. “I had no idea. I was making toast…”

			“It’s not a problem.” There’s something about his tone that makes me think he may have had a few drinks, too. “I’m out. And there was no way I believed you wanted to rent my cabin. So I thought, fuck it, I’ll call.” I hear him smile. “Anyway. Hello, Carrie Cole.”

			I can’t process this. I can’t process being in Stockholm, on the phone to Johan, everyone with alcohol in their system.

			“It won’t happen again,” I say.

			“No, it won’t,” Maya calls. “I’m really sorry. Just a bit carried away by being here in your city.”

			After a long pause, Johan says, “In my city? Carrie, what does she mean?”

			It’s unbearable. Just for a moment, I hate my sister even more than she hates herself.

			“Yes,” I sigh. “I’m in Stockholm again. It’s a work thing. Obviously I had no intention of getting in touch. I can’t apologize enough.”

			“OK…?”

			I don’t know what to say, so I remain silent.

			“Am I allowed to know what the work thing is?” he asks. His voice moves cautiously across this new landscape, its crevasses and buried explosives.

			I take my phone to the tiny, uncomfortable sofa. Maya is cramming buttered toast into her mouth, ashamed yet enthralled.

			I turn away from her. “I’m shadowing Yanika. She works at Karolinska Hospital. I…it’s a long story, but I quit surgery a few years ago, and I’m going back. So I came out here for a placement.”

			He remains silent. I can hear the distant sound of music; he must be outside a bar.

			“Anyway, sorry again. I’ll cancel the booking request and leave you to your evening.”

			I hear him exhale. “Was it because of me that you quit surgery?” he asks. “Did you lose your job?”

			“No. I had extremely premature twins a few years ago. Nothing to do with you.”

			“Oh. Good.” His voice is soft. “And, for the record, I’ve a friend who had a baby at seven months, it was frightening.”

			“Mine were born at six.”

			He whistles. “Jesus, Carrie. Well—that’s a whole other conversation.” He pauses for a moment and I know he’s imagining me as a mother. “What I was trying to say was that I’m glad it wasn’t because of me. That would have been awful. You were born to do that job.”

			For a moment, I allow myself to smile gratefully. Nobody has really wanted me to go back. Even Mum, who’s far more interested in careers than she is parenting, has been doubtful, and Robin’s still worried I’m going to have a breakdown. He’s been calling every morning at six o’clock to check in.

			“Carrie…” Johan’s voice is close, quiet.

			“Yes?”

			“I’m—I’m glad this is happening. Us speaking. I’ve thought about you a lot since January.”

			I’m not sure I’m breathing.

			“I’ve been wanting to…” He stops, and I hear him rubbing a hand over his face. He always did that in times of uncertainty. “Have you been OK? Since we met?”

			Maya is quite literally on the edge of her seat. There is no point in me taking the phone into the bathroom. The walls are made of fiberboard; she’d hear every word.

			“Yes and no.”

			He remains silent, as if inviting me to continue, so I do. “I spent years thinking you’d been trafficking drugs. Sleeping with other women, leading a double life. So it’s blown my universe up a little, discovering that that wasn’t the case.”

			“This is what I keep thinking about. You dealing with that on your own, day after day, month after month, year after year. No closure, no explanation, nothing.”

			I shake my head. I won’t be derailed by concern and kindness. It’s far too little, far too late. “You say that, Johan, and yet an explanation is the one thing you still refuse to give me. You thought someone else had explained the whole thing to me and yet you won’t tell me who that someone else is or why they haven’t spoken up. And so here I am. Still in the dark.”

			I wait for him to say something, but he doesn’t.

			“Look,” I say. “I need to know: Was it Dad?”

			“Was what your dad?”

			“You asked about Dad’s memory loss, specifically in relation to what happened in Thailand. And then I found a call from Dad’s mobile to our hotel in Bangkok, the night you arrived. It was at exactly the time I was scratching my head, wondering what had happened to you. Johan, if my father was involved—if he’s the one you expected to tell me—I have to know.”

			Johan goes silent, and my sister comes over and holds my hand.

			“Oh, Carrie,” he says eventually. Somewhere in the background, I hear an engine revving. “…I wish you’d got in touch earlier to ask. That phone call to Thailand…” He breaks off. “Hang on. Let me get somewhere a bit quieter.”

			After a few seconds he returns to the line. “Just ducked into a side street.”

			“And?”

			He sighs. “The call from your dad’s mobile was him calling me back. I called him as soon as I checked in to the hotel because I wanted to ask him if I could propose to you.”

			That silences me.

			“Your dad was, as ever, very kind and insisted on calling me back on the landline in our room so I wouldn’t have to spend two hundred pounds asking him the question. We had a lovely conversation; I still remember it—I always enjoyed talking to him. We talked for ages—he was telling me so many funny things about you as a little girl—and that’s why I was so late for our first dinner. You were exhausted and upset by the time I got to you. I felt bad. That’s the story.”

			Maya and I look at each other. She touches my flushed cheek with the back of her hand.

			“You called him to ask permission?” I ask, even though I heard him perfectly well the first time.

			“Yes.” I hear him rubbing a hand over his chin again. It’s as if we’re in a phone box together. I can hear his breath, the sound of his facial skin under his fingers. “Yes, I did. My proposal was not a moment of madness on a boat. I was very serious about it. About you. Us.”

			I try to concentrate only on the facts.

			“But you still won’t tell me why you assumed I knew what had happened to you?”

			“I can’t, Carrie. It’s not a won’t, it’s a can’t.”

			“This can’t be real,” I say eventually.

			“I know,” he says. “I often find myself wondering if it really happened. I mean, I’m such a regular, boring guy. Sometimes I can’t believe it was anymore than a bad dream.”

			There’s another long pause. A car horn beeps near him; someone walks past with a bunch of jangling keys.

			“You and me, though, Carrie,” he says. His voice has changed. It sounds as if he’s standing next to me again. My body responds immediately.

			“You and me were real. We never felt like a bad dream. Our time together was the one thing I held on to, no matter how bad things got. Some days it was what kept me alive.”

			

			—

			
			After Maya has gone to bed, desolate at the chain of events she’s set off, I finish her abandoned drink and pour myself another. Beneath me, the city is quiet and unguarded, a silent carpet of light and slow-moving traffic. I stand at the window, looking across at the faraway black ribbon of the Söderström River, beyond which Johan will probably be arriving home to his partner and stepson. I think about my own husband and children and feel the burn of self-loathing once again. What am I doing here?

			I climb in with Maya, who’s asleep with an arm flung over her head, just like when she was a baby. I allow myself to stop thinking about my family for a moment. To think instead about Johan. The sound of his voice. The sound of him smiling down the phone. I fight it, then stop fighting. I bathe in these guilty waters.

			I reach for my phone. I’m not sure what I’m planning to do, but I know I’m in danger now. Maya doesn’t stir as blue light spills over the bed.

			Calmly, without any effort to stop myself, I open up the Roof app and open my messages.

			I stare at the picture of his face, the green T-shirt, the laughter in his eyes, and then I press Contact Host.

			Our relationship was very real to me, too, I type into the chat box. Then I press send.
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			Twenty-eight.

			The next morning brings a multiple major trauma helicoptered in from somewhere south of the city. Three simultaneous emergency surgeries is a good antidote to a physical and emotional hangover; I don’t sit down for eleven hours straight.

			When I do, I’m on the bus back to my apartment and it’s after 10 p.m. Maya has messaged me to say she’s made us dinner and is now watching Sex Life in my bed. There are three missed video calls and a string of messages from Robin. Nicola has tried to call and then sent some panicked messages. Dad’s got viral pneumonia and is receiving supplemental oxygen and fluids. It’s an adenovirus and therefore untreatable.

			I reread her messages with building anxiety. Adenovirus infections tend to be mild, plus he’s in competent hands, but I don’t like it. Alzheimer’s does not have a positive impact on immune function and Dad’s already weak. I try to call her, but she doesn’t pick up.

			The first thing I see after ending the call is a notification from my Roof app, reminding me to respond to Johan.

			Whenever anyone messages me via Roof, the app sends what feels like a semi-aggressive number of push notifications until I log in and respond. This reminder means Johan must have messaged me earlier. Click to read message, the notification demands.

			I make myself stay in my WhatsApps. I read the ones from Robin first, because it would be a betrayal to do anything else. And for a moment I’m able to give myself over completely to the video of Maeve doing the Macarena backward and Raffy sitting on the toilet, quietly singing songs from Encanto. Poor Robin, who’s flying the kids over on Monday, sounds distracted and overwhelmed. We have guests arriving in the Pig Shed the day after tomorrow. Guiltily I message him back, reminding him that he’ll need to sort that out, too. Hopefully he’ll be asleep by now; he’ll read my message in the morning when he’s got more energy.

			There’s another more recent message from Nicola, to say Dad’s really improved since this morning and they’ve taken him off oxygen. They expect him to recover.

			I close my eyes. Thank God.

			Only then do I open up the Roof app and read Johan’s message.

			He messaged me at 11:03 this morning, just as I scrubbed in to watch one of Yanika’s consultants deal with a bowel obstruction.

			I hope you’re not feeling too bad about last night. It was classic Maya. But actually I’m glad it happened—I needed to say what I said. I am truly sorry. You should have been told.

			How are you feeling?

			

			—

			Back at my flat, Maya reads the message several times. “I spend a lot of time helping my clients forgive themselves,” she says, “but I’m really struggling to do that for myself today. ‘Classic Maya’ doesn’t even begin to cover it.” She looks up at me. “He’s opening a door, isn’t he?”

			“Possibly.” I try to ignore the perverse streak of pleasure that flows into parts of me no longer reserved for Johan.

			“Are you going to reply?”

			I shake my head, but I don’t know if I mean it. Anyone in my situation, still needing answers, would respond. Wouldn’t they?

			“You’re going to reply,” my sister says, drinking water from a mug.

			“Maybe.” I sit down next to her on the bed and together we watch my words form on the screen.

			Thank you, I write. I’m OK. Sort of.

			To my surprise, Johan reads the message straight away. He starts typing.

			This is not an average week for either of us, Carrie Cole. I’m with you.

			I put the phone down. It’s too much, him caring about how I’m feeling. Calling me Carrie Cole.

			Another message.

			My summer house is free this weekend if you’d like to stay. For free, of course. If you’re anything like me you’ll be in need of some space. I’m on my own with Matteo, otherwise I’d be there myself. But he wants to go to soft play:-/

			I take my jumper off and take Maya’s mug from her hand. I need water.

			“I don’t think you should reply,” Maya says after a moment. “You need to nip this in the bud.”

			I nod. I have a clear choice now: I can either close this down or open it right up. There isn’t a third way.

			I love Robin. I truly love him, my dear husband, who, right now, is looking after our twins so that I can be here in Sweden on a clinical attachment that will have no formal bearing on my return to the NHS.

			And Johan is not, cannot be, the man I married twelve and a half years ago. Even if some of the old chemistry is still intact, we’ve both changed since then in a very fundamental way.

			I get up and walk over to the window. I’ve been in theater all day, I type. And Dad had a health crisis, although it seems to have passed for now. It’s been full-on. As it is to be hearing from you. Everything is out of whack, and for that reason I wouldn’t feel comfortable taking your summer house. Thanks for checking in, though, and thanks for the offer. I apologize again for last night and I wish you a happy life.

			I press send and show the message to Maya, who pats me gingerly on the back and tells me well done. I stand in the shower for twenty minutes. I make myself eat some of the potato hash left in a pan for me, and I drink plenty of water.

			“I’m so sorry I dropped you in all of this,” my sister sighs when I’ve finished my food. It’s nearly 11 p.m. “This is why I went off to lead the life I lead nowadays, Carrie. I know you and half the world thought I was weird, going in so hard on the alternative thing. But I’m dangerous on my own. Eagle, Colorado—they grounded me.” She smiles ruefully. “At least, for a while.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Maya shakes her head. “Not now,” she says, which is the first indication she’s given that something really is up.

			I reach for my sister’s hand and we sit together for a moment, united in our shared past, in our very different coping mechanisms. I have to trust she’ll tell me when she’s ready.

			She goes off to brush her teeth just as I receive another message from Roof.

			I miss you tonight, he’s written. It slides onto my screen in a push notification.

			I stare at his words until the screen turns to black. I think back to the time, years ago, when he tried repeatedly to send that very same message from an oil rig in the North Sea.

			Maya flushes the toilet in the next room.

			After a long, long pause, I unlock my phone and return to my Roof messages, but by the time I get there, he’s deleted it.

			I know what he wrote, though. And he can’t take it back.
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			Twenty-nine.

			I miss you tonight.

			Four a.m. I’m still awake. I’ve been distracting myself with study while Maya sleeps, but from time to time I’ve stopped to read the chain of messages between me and Johan.

			Message deleted, it says, but I know. Unease clots inside me.

			Have there been other nights when he’s missed me? Has he lain next to his partner—this innocent woman who loves him probably just as much as I once did—and thought, I miss Carrie? Does he remember what it used to feel like when we slept together? When we played each other’s bodies like instruments?

			Fuck you, I write, a few times.

			Delete.

			You don’t get to send messages like that. Not after all these years. Not after you stamped out any hope and allowed me to give my heart to someone else.

			Delete.

			Yes, I would like to stay in your summer house.

			Of course I cannot stay in your fucking summer house. Fuck off!!!! Are you out of your mind?

			Maybe he is. He seemed sane, but who knows what he’s been through, what it did to his brain? Nobody comes through that kind of experience unscathed.

			I return to my damage-control surgery notes. Pale gray fuzzes lightly around the roller blinds; morning isn’t far away now. My fridge hums and sighs; the time is 5:01. I get into bed beside Maya, who’s asleep with her mouth open, but I know this isn’t going to work. I retreat instead to my uncomfortable sofa and curl up on my side, blanket over me. It’s brightening rapidly outside; Stockholm is rising.

			I don’t know how it happens, only that before I have time to think, I open up Roof again and send Johan a message saying, Actually, the summer house for a night or two would be good, if you’re sure. My family are coming out to visit me on Monday for a few days, but I would love to get some peace before then. Thank you.

			He comes online instantly, even though it’s only 5:15 a.m. He’s read it, and now I can’t take it back either.
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			Thirty.

			Maya packs the next morning, readying herself for the long trip back to Devon, to our ailing father.

			“I think there’s a part of you that’s still wondering,” she says as we hug goodbye on the curb outside my apartment building. “I’m not stupid, Carrie. Please be careful. You have absolutely no grounds to trust Johan, even if he wasn’t guilty. So much of it still doesn’t add up.”

			I long to bring her into what I’ve done. To have someone—just one person—on this dangerous ride with me. I resolve to call Dell later. She’s just about the only person I know who will listen without judgment when I tell her I’m going to stay in Johan’s cabin. Because I can’t fool myself into any sort of narrative about closure. This is an act of opening.

			

			—

			After a hire-car satnav error that sends me thirty miles through a corridor of unrelenting pine trees, I arrive on the peninsula where Johan spends his summers. The airy expanse of green countryside is a relief after the pines. Red tin-roofed agricultural barns are placed at intervals, as if in a children’s storybook. Even the cows are neat.

			I spend the final ten minutes bumping down a gravel track through an older forest. Deer scatter like birds in front of my car: it’s like driving on the moor at night. Many driveways lead off through trees to other summer houses, marked by neatly labeled postboxes and clean, shining bins, and I remember what Robin said before I set off about Sweden, about how they just have their act together in a way we don’t.

			As if reading my thoughts, Robin phones me at this very moment. “I just called on the off chance that you weren’t in an operating theater,” he says. “I’m waiting for a Zoom and I’m bored.”

			I laugh. Robin’s ability to Just Be is worse than mine. It was no accident that he chose a career requiring him to be available to people in multiple time zones.

			“I’m driving through a forest toward this cabin I’m staying at,” I tell him. “I’m later than planned; I got lost.”

			“Remind me what this weekend trip is about?”

			“I just needed a rest. It’s been intense.”

			A filament of guilt grows in my stomach. I cannot imagine how badly it would hurt Robin if he knew whose cabin I’m on my way to for “a rest.”

			“I miss you,” he says. He sounds sad suddenly, which I wasn’t expecting. Robin doesn’t do sad, but his voice is flattened, as if he’s just received bad news.

			“Are you OK?”

			He sighs. “Yeah. I just miss you. And I know I sound like a stuck record, but I…I saw you disintegrate, Carrie. I saw you at your lowest and it was really frightening. So I can’t help worrying about you being out there alone, working in a really stressful environment for twelve hours a day without any kind of transition. And then there’s this situation with your dad. Are you sure you don’t want to fly home with Maya? Nobody would judge you.”

			“I am sure,” I say, and it’s true. In spite of all the things he’s outlined—and they’re all entirely reasonable—I’m growing in strength each day. I feel more and more like the Carrie I left behind years ago, and I’ve missed her. “If Dad’s in any serious danger, they’ll call me. I’ll be back like a shot.”

			Robin is quiet for a moment. Then he says he’s here for me if I need him. Seconds later, his Zoom starts and he says goodbye.

			

			—

			As I turn onto the scrubby winter grass of Johan’s land, there’s a car leaving. My heart jumps to my throat for a moment, but it’s just the last guest, a woman of retirement age in a station wagon. She opens her window as we pass.

			“Förlåt! Jag skulle precis skaffa barnens våtdräkter—” she begins, but changes swiftly to English when she sees my apologetic expression. “Sorry. I just came to get a kid’s wet suit,” she says. “I hope that is OK? My son said the guests don’t have children…?”

			My breath catches in my throat.

			“I…I do have children, but they aren’t…”

			I watch her face change. She whips off her glasses to stare at me.

			“Carrie?”

			I stare back, stricken. This cannot be happening. Johan told me the place was entirely empty, yet here is his mother. My long hair, now with lighter streaks, didn’t trip her up for a moment.

			“Kerstin,” I say. My voice falters. “I—I’m so sorry, I didn’t expect to see you. Or…anyone.”

			His mother stares at me. She has aged a great deal since I saw her last, perhaps unsurprisingly. Her hair is still long but it’s entirely white, and her elegant hands are now snarled and bent at the wheel. Her face, deeply lined, is still attractive as it always was, and in it I see Johan clearly.

			She doesn’t reply. She just covers her mouth with a hand, visibly disfigured by rheumatoid arthritis, and then closes her eyes, leaning her head back on the headrest.

			I don’t know what to say or do, so, quietly, I just say, “I know.”

			After a long time, she opens her eyes. “What are you doing here?” she asks. “Does Johan…did he…are you two in contact? He let you stay here?”

			Reluctantly, I nod. “We bumped into each other a few weeks ago, while I was at a business event in the city. We aren’t really in touch, we just exchanged a few messages…Kerstin, I’m sorry. This must be very unsettling for you.”

			She shakes her head lightly, as if asking me to stop talking.

			“I’m happily married,” I say into the silence. My relationship with Robin feels like the only thing on my side right now. “I have two kids.”

			“Keep away from Johan,” she says, turning to me. Those sharp blue eyes have not aged, even though the rest of her has suffered. “Carrie. I mean it, keep away. Johan and Freja are very happy. But he still has healing left to do. You must leave him alone.”

			She says werry, and for a moment I am plunged back into those heady first days when I was learning Johan’s voice, his body, his unique Johan worldview. I remember him explaining to me about how the W sound was a common overcorrection for Swedish people who speak advanced English, and I wanted to listen to his voice every moment for the rest of my life.

			“Carrie.” Kerstin’s voice is stronger. “Turn around and drive home. You should not be staying here. There are hundreds of summer houses you can rent.”

			She’s right. But this is triggering something; a small fire of defiance is building.

			“You should go,” she adds, as if I didn’t hear the first two times.

			“Why are you speaking to me like this?” I ask. My voice is clear and firm. It’s the voice I used when I was running an operating theater. “Why the hostility, Kerstin?”

			She turns off her car engine.

			“And while we’re on the subject. Why the hostility back then, when Johan was imprisoned? Why was I always held at arm’s length? I did nothing other than love your son. Nothing.”

			“I don’t want to talk about this,” Kerstin says. She won’t even look me in the eye.

			“What happened to Johan destroyed me. I let him go, because he gave me no choice, but it smashed my life to pieces. And I still don’t even know what happened, because none of you had the courtesy, or indeed the kindness, to tell me.”

			Kerstin shifts away from her car window, suddenly alarmed, and it’s only then that I realize I am halfway out of my car, as if preparing for a physical confrontation. But she collects herself quickly. I remember her doing this before, in Bangkok. She rolls her shoulders back ever so slightly and says, “Carrie. Please do not play the innocent victim.”

			“All I did was love your son!” My voice is too loud. “What on earth do you mean, please don’t play the innocent victim?”

			Kerstin holds up a hand as if to say Stop.

			I do stop shouting, but I’m not done. “I did everything in my power to help him. And my mother did the same. She walked out of her job and flew to Thailand to try to help get him out. So what, exactly, is your problem with me?”

			“My problem is your mother,” Kerstin snaps. “Yes, she tried to help Johan. But she would never have had to step in if she had not got Johan into trouble in the first place.”

			Silence. I hear the sea lapping against rocks, reeds crackling in the stinging breeze.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Please don’t,” Kerstin snaps. “Without your mother, none of this would have happened.” She pauses. “Do you know what it was like for him when he got out of prison? He screamed at night for months. I had to pay thousands in private medical fees to get him treated for an infection he’d had for two years. It had destroyed parts of his digestive system; there are still many things he will never be able to eat or drink. He lost a finger. Thousands in trauma therapy, in rehabilitation and physio. My son was broken. All because of your mother.”

			I don’t say anything. Behind Kerstin’s car, the late winter sun is drizzling through the bare branches of a willow tree. I feel sick.

			“What do you mean?”

			After a bemused silence, Kerstin’s face changes.

			I watch her, trying to understand what’s happening. Then I see it. Sympathy. Kerstin is feeling sympathy for me.

			“You really do not know?”

			“Know what?”

			I force myself to sit back down in my driver’s seat, legs out of the hire car.

			“Carrie…” Kerstin says uncertainly. But then she does it again, the self-collection thing, and finally she opens her own car door. We sit opposite each other in the shelter of our metal boxes, the Baltic Sea moving busily behind us.

			“Johan was carrying drugs into the country for your mother,” she says. “I am amazed you do not know this. But it is true. I think this is why your mother flew out so quickly—she arrived before me and Fredrik. She worked nonstop to help him. But there was a good reason for that. She had a very bad conscience.”

			Kerstin watches me for a while, but I can’t say anything. What she is telling me makes no sense, but I fear instantly that it’s true.

			“I cannot forgive her,” Johan’s mother says, but I can barely hear her.

			Memories swarm like feeding fish at the edge of my consciousness. I remember Mum calling me Sayang, a term of the very deepest endearment she’d used about twice in my entire life. Mum’s sleeplessness, her relentless energy, the fire that was in her. She had thrown everything she had at Johan’s release. And when she failed, she’d given me her flat.

			“I cannot forgive her,” Kerstin says again. Near us, two birds are calling to each other. They sound musical, happy, two flutes in a major key.

			“But I am sorry to have to break this news to you,” she adds, more gently.

			I just shake my head. I stare at my trainers, which need a clean. I think about how we are a household that no longer has baby wipes, now the kids are older. How they used to fix dirty trainers and a thousand other things besides.

			The birds are still calling. Kerstin is repeating her request that I go and stay somewhere else, although she no longer sounds angry. Out on the water, there is the sound of a speedboat cutting through the waves, following the boating channel out to sea.

			I can’t wrench my eyes away from the marks on my trainers.

			Eventually, when I don’t respond, Kerstin shuts her car door and starts the engine. “Please, just go,” she shouts.

			She drives off, and I’m alone with the birds and the gentle movement of leafless weeping willows.
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			Thirty-one.

			Mum doesn’t answer the phone even when I ring her a second, third, fourth time. I walk around Johan’s summer house and pace back and forth on the deck. The angled winter light stirs up a lively ballet on the surface of the sea, the wind gutsy and playful.

			I should be cold, but I can’t feel my body at all. I go inside.

			This place is full of Johan. He’s in every worn floorboard, every picture on the wall, and I connect to none of it.

			My mother being involved in his arrest has never crossed my mind. Not once. The nightmare of Thailand was her specialty: fighting the good fight, chasing justice. For a few weeks I had the unusual experience of feeling lucky to have her, a mother who knew how to handle something that lay way beyond the comfort and predictability of most peoples’ experiences.

			Yet Kerstin’s words are impossible to ignore.

			I go back outside. I pace and pace. To the barbecue, back to the door. Barbecue, door. Barbecue, door.

			Mum is a poor mother; she was never designed for the job. But, drugs? She spent most of her time in Thailand trying to work out what had happened. How could she possibly have been responsible?

			She couldn’t, is what I keep coming back to. Unless there was a far greater deception going on. Unless Mum is the reason Johan still won’t tell me what happened. Unless it’s my own mother who he expected to have told me everything.

			Is she the one person I should have been looking at all along?

			Impulsively, I call Johan via the Roof app, but he doesn’t answer. I take a large stick and start bashing at the reeds by his wooden jetty, but it doesn’t help. I just need to talk to Mum.

			The afternoon passes and the air becomes icy. I march up and down the root-snagged path from Johan’s deck to the sauna shed, watching the clouds zip across the brilliant winter sky, the reeds moving frenziedly. At one point, in desperation, I go inside the sauna, sorting manically through the life jackets and old oars stored in the vestibule as if trying to find a secret letter. A sign. Something that might help me.

			I find a spider and an old bottle of sunscreen, dried white cream plastered around the neck. It’s covered in old greasy finger marks, probably Johan’s. I hold it in my hand. He had his whole life ahead of him. His career. His relationship with me.

			Could my mother really have been the person responsible for bringing an end to all of that? Has she held the answers I longed for, all these years? Was her help and hard work in Thailand no more than a smoke screen?

			No, my heart wants to tell me. But the truth is: I don’t know. I am a woman of nearly forty who has never truly known her mother.

			

			—

			Raffy calls. Performing your first Hartmann’s procedure has nothing on talking to a child you feel you’ve betrayed. A sweet, funny child who cannot contain his excitement about his trip to Sweden on Monday, where he’ll get to spend three illegal bunked-off-school days with Mummy and Daddy.

			I make myself smile as my son—my beautiful, gentle little boy—tells me about how he’s going to be allowed to stay up super-duper-wooper late on Monday because their plane doesn’t land until bedtime and THEN they have to get to Mummy’s apartment and THEN have dinner and THEN do some PLAYING! Maeve is apparently teaching herself to spin three Hula-Hoops at the same time outside.

			I make myself smile and laugh; I match Raffy’s little whoops of excitement with my own. I clap my hands when he claps his and I have never hated myself more.

			Robin is showing visible signs of stress. He’s terse, distracted, snappy with the kids. And I’m not surprised; I should never have agreed to disappear for two weeks when he has a full-time job and we don’t have any support. Nicola was going to do the odd school run, but she’s of course unavailable with Dad in hospital.

			When he asks me how the cabin is and I say it’s lovely, he blows through his mouth like people do when they’re trying not to explode. “Sorry,” I add, but it doesn’t help.

			“So has Maya gone with you?”

			“No. She’s gone home.”

			“Of course. Sorry. Well, nice for you to get some downtime.”

			This poor exhausted man.

			I cook an omelet with some winter herbs from Johan’s garden, using olive oil in a stone bottle that I know he will have chosen. Five minutes later, I put the whole thing in the bin. I can’t imagine ever eating again.

			

			—

			Mum calls just before 4 p.m. The sun has gone and the sea is now a pewter field of angles and flattened light; the color and depth of the water is long gone. Soon it will be totally dark, but there are illuminated buoys lining the boating channel and a couple of distant summer houses have their lights on. I’ve lit a fire. Robin taught me how to do that.

			My mother’s voice is wary, and I can tell straight away that she knows why I’m calling. I hardly ever call her anyway, because she never picks up, but multiple calls from Sweden in one afternoon must have triggered all the warning systems.

			“I ran into Kerstin. Johan’s mother,” is how I open. “Do you know why I’m calling?”

			“Oh,” she says quietly. “Carrie.”

			But then the tears come and I can’t speak. Sobs rock my body.

			Mum is silent through the whole thing, waiting for me to wind down. She says nothing until my sobbing comes to a halt, which means that there is no mistake. She has been expecting this call for many years.

			When I have blown my nose she says, “Carrie, where are you?”

			“I’m at Johan’s summer house near Stockholm.”

			Then, after a pause, she asks, “And what did his mother say?”

			“She said Johan was smuggling drugs into Thailand for you.”

			“I see. And do you believe her?”

			I close my swollen eyes. I have been delusional about Mum, Maya was right. I have forced myself to overlook her abandoning us as children, forced myself to see the best in her because the alternative was too much to face. Again and again I’ve ignored, smoothed over, been bought off, but not even I—fool that I’ve been—can move past this.

			“Carrie?”

			“Of course I don’t want to believe it. But where would Kerstin have got this from if it wasn’t true? She’s a good mother, a real mother. And I trust her.”

			I hear something that sounds like a snort from the other end, which makes me want to smash my phone through the windows, right out into the freezing sea.

			“Carrie. I did not send Johan into the country with methamphetamine. Of course I didn’t. You can’t really believe that, can you?”

			“I can.”

			“I sent Johan into the country with antibiotics for a rape charity. Prawat’s charity, in fact. I did not ask Johan to transport illegal drugs. I know nothing of that world. I know only its victims, the lives that are destroyed by it. I have spent many years of my life advocating for them.”

			I sit down on a faded velvet chair.

			Mum carries on. “I sent him in with antibiotics, and, yes, there was a small risk attached to that. I knew he didn’t have a medical license, I knew there could be an issue at customs, but this is something that happens all the time and never amounts to anything once the intention is explained. I warned him of that. But, Carrie. The important thing for you to understand is that I did not send him in with anything illegal.”

			She pauses. “I’m shocked you’d think I would.”

			“Because you’re such a great mother?” My voice catches. “You walked out on us when I was ten years old. Why should I trust your maternal instinct now?”

			She doesn’t reply and I know I’ve wounded her.

			“The main question here is why you asked Johan to go into Thailand with anything. Even antibiotics. Thailand, of all countries. How could you?”

			Mum is quiet for a long while. “I did leave when your father asked me to. I am not perfect. Do I regret it? Yes. But, it was the best I could do at the time.”

			I press a hand on my chest.

			“Please, just tell me what happened.”

			Mum sighs. “A medical charity in Myanmar supplied the antibiotics that Johan took to Prawat’s brother’s shop in Chinatown. You were with him. Chinatown is an easy place to make such a transaction; Prawat’s brother handled a lot of the aid we used to bring in.”

			I wait for her to go on.

			“As I understand it, Johan was about to hand the parcel over to Prawat’s brother at his shop. Then a woman came and intervened. She knew there were illegal drugs in Johan’s bag; she’d been waiting for them. She took Prawat’s brother completely by surprise.”

			“So you’re telling me you don’t know who that woman was? You don’t know about the other drugs?”

			“I can only tell you about my part,” Mum responds stiffly.

			“Well in that case, perhaps you can tell me why you couldn’t deliver these antibiotics yourself, if you cared so much about them? Why couldn’t it have been someone connected to Prawat’s charity? Why Johan?”

			“Johan was coming from Myanmar,” Mum says. “They cost a quarter of the price there. He was right there in Rangoon, and he was coming to Thailand at precisely the time the charity was running out.”

			“How convenient.”

			She ignores me. “Johan had told me all about carrying his dive kit through an airport. How customs officials never knew what to do and normally just waved them through in the end. It was an easy solution to a serious problem. I have spent my life finding simple solutions like this; it’s what I do. This is what Prawat does; this is what thousands of people do every day to get help to those the system has forgotten. Prawat has had people bring antibiotics, emergency contraceptives, vaccines into the country for these women hundreds of times since, without incident. And he will continue to because he has been called to help others and so he does. It’s the same for me, too, Carrie.”

			What a Samaritan, I want to say. And how inconvenient that the one time it goes wrong, it’s your daughter’s husband who loses everything.

			But I say nothing because she cannot, and will never, see past her work. She will always think that she’s right, even if the collateral damage includes her own child.

			I walk outside and step onto the jetty, taking in a few deep lungfuls of sea air. It’s bitingly cold now; dark is falling fast and the wind has picked up. On an island a few hundred meters from where I’m standing, a series of garden lights have begun to glow but they’re an empty promise; the house is shut up and dark. I wonder if it will snow overnight. I must not get stuck here.

			Mum is still talking about Prawat’s charity, but I’m barely listening. Now, as then, it seems surreal that this should be my life. That a girl from Devon should find herself in a filmlike nightmare involving drugs and prisons, a nightmare that rumbles on even now, more than twelve years later.

			“You should never have asked him,” is what I say when she lets off. “If there was any risk at all, you should have done it yourself.”

			Mum takes a deep breath, as if trying to avoid losing her temper. “There was no real risk. It wasn’t strictly legal, but it wasn’t illegal either. Besides, Johan reassured me that some of the items in his dive kit were probably a customs gray area. Life is full of gray areas, Carrie.”

			“Life isn’t full of gray areas for me,” I begin, but she’s not interested.

			“I only thought of Johan because I heard Prawat was having a supply-chain problem and I realized I knew someone who could easily help.”

			I sit up. “Hang on. We’d been in Bangkok for more than a week before you said you were going to call Prawat. You told me you hadn’t spoken to him in years. You said he’d broken your heart.”

			My mother doesn’t say anything, and I know I’m onto something I won’t like.

			“That’s right,” she says carefully. “I hadn’t been in touch with Prawat in a long time. I organized the antibiotics delivery with his brother. Not Prawat himself. They work closely together.”

			I wait for her to carry on, which she does with obvious reluctance. “As I said: I’d heard through the grapevine that they were having supply problems. I reached out to his brother and said I knew someone who was in Myanmar. He said that even a small delivery would be helpful. So I called Johan and asked if he’d be willing.”

			“Prawat had nothing to do with it?”

			“No. I didn’t contact him until I realized I was getting nowhere with Johan’s arrest. I did it as a last resort.”

			“So why did you organize the delivery, if you weren’t helping Prawat? If you weren’t even in touch?”

			She says nothing, but I realize, with a slide of fury, that I know the answer. “You were trying to get his attention, weren’t you? Remind him you existed. Do something heroic so he’d notice you. Oh my God, Mum.”

			“It’s more complicated than that,” my mother says, but her voice is soft now, bruised, and I know I’m right.

			“So you used Johan as a pawn in your game. You used him to pick at the scab of a relationship you hadn’t quite been able to forget.” I feel a sob rising in my throat.

			It takes me a while to realize that she, too, is crying. The last time that happened was more than twelve years ago, when we sat in the Malaysian restaurant and she signed over her flat to me for a year.

			I listen to her cry for a while.

			The ugly truth is that I am no stronger than my mother, no less attached to my work. I, too, am only here in Sweden because I picked at my own scabs.

			“Why did he say yes?” I ask suddenly. “Johan was sensible. Why would he sign up for something like this?”

			“Because he loved you,” Mum says. “And I am your mother and I asked him for help. Because he cared that innocent women were having their lives torn apart by treatable infections they should never have had in the first place. But I didn’t wear him down. If he’d said no, I’d have left it there.”

			She takes a long breath. “And because you are so intent on blaming me, you are straying from the most important matter here, Carrie, which is that he was caught with methamphetamines, which neither I nor Prawat had any knowledge of whatsoever. You might want to focus your attention on that.”

			“No. You don’t get to take the moral high ground here. You sent my partner into Thailand with something that you knew could cause harm. And then you kept this from me for all these years. Why, Mum? You just didn’t want to look bad?”

			“See it that way if you like,” she says.

			I end the call.

			I stand there on the jetty, shivering. Nearby there are car lights moving through the trees; I decide against screaming. But once again, I have a strong urge to hurl my phone in the water, and the urge is only quelled when I run back into the house and throw a glass across the room.

			It shatters against an old wooden blanket box that Johan’s telly sits on, and it does actually help, but not enough. I pick up another one, ready to throw, but as I do there’s a knock at the door, and Johan walks in.

			

			—

			He’s carrying what looks like a loaf of bread wrapped in brown paper. His body’s still as his eyes travel from me to the smashed glass.

			He moves briefly as if to hold me, then stops, and for an unguarded moment I allow myself to imagine how it would feel if he did. I still know exactly how he and his clothes would smell, how his chin would rest on the top of my head and I’d be able to feel his heart. I long for that right now—from him or anyone—but even more strongly, my instinct is to stand alone.

			We look at each other for a long time before he puts the bag of bread on the table and walks over to the under-sink cupboard for a dustpan and brush.

			“I’ve just had a major confrontation with my mother,” I say.

			“I’m not surprised.” He starts sweeping up the glass. “My own mother has called me three times since she bumped into you this morning.” He pauses for a moment. “I take it your mum has set you straight?”

			“She says her only involvement was to ask you to deliver some antibiotics to a charity. Is that true?” My voice falters. “I have to know, Johan.”

			He stands up, puts the glass into the bin. “Yes. That’s exactly how it was. I hope my mother didn’t imply that Adelina was involved in the serious stuff.”

			“She didn’t tell me much,” I admit. I sit down at the table. “But she was insistent that your imprisonment was my mother’s fault.”

			Johan frowns. “I had a feeling she’d have said that. I’m sorry.”

			“So Mum’s only involvement was these antibiotics?”

			“Correct.” He comes over, crouches in front of me. “You don’t really believe your mum’s a criminal, do you?”

			I feel too vulnerable to have him this close to me, looking at me with those impossible eyes.

			“No.” I shift away from him. “But I didn’t believe you were, either, and then you pleaded guilty and willingly received twenty-five years in a maximum security prison. I don’t feel like I can trust anyone, anymore apart from my husband and children.”

			Johan thinks about this for a moment. Then he stands up. “I get it,” he says. “That’s why I came. Just give me a moment.”

			He takes the bin and its shards of glass out into the evening.
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			Thirty-two.

			“I want to talk about us,” Johan says.

			We’ve taken seats on either side of his table.

			Let’s put a table between us, I said the first night I went back to his flat. Anything to keep our hands off each other a few more minutes.

			Caught off guard, I stay silent. I don’t want to talk about us. Not now. I thought he was here to tell me what happened in Thailand.

			“The messages between us on Roof the past few days,” he continues. “I’m not imagining it. Am I?”

			After a pause, I shake my head.

			Johan sits back. “We both have families. We are both good people, with no desire to cause harm. This has to stop.”

			I nod, and before I know it, tears have filled my eyes again. Even this conversation, this ending of something that has not even begun, feels like a betrayal. I am a married woman with two beloved children. I should never have come to his house in the first place. I should not have even read his messages, let alone replied.

			“I think this…thing between us is just part of the shock of being back in touch.” His voice has relaxed a little. “I don’t think it’s real. Even though it’s felt very real at times.”

			I tell him I agree, although privately I feel like his body is telling a different story. I can still read it.

			“And I’m sorry I invited you here. That was insane. Mum’s in pieces. God knows, she went through it, watching me trying to recover. She was so happy when I met Freja.”

			“I’ll leave soon,” I say. “I’ll drive back up to Stockholm tonight.”

			“Oh no. I didn’t come here to kick you out. You’ve hired a car, you’re here—I just shouldn’t have invited you in the first place. That’s what I wanted to address.”

			“Look, Johan—I should never have said yes to staying here. It goes both ways. The past…us…it’s felt pretty heady, the past few days…and I’m not proud of my choices. But I also think these are just normal human reactions. Who on earth could have stayed neutral through all of this?”

			He nods, tracing a thumb along the grooved channels of his aged tabletop. I know for a fact that he ate at this table when he was a little boy. I remember him telling me about it, about breakfasts with only a window between him and the wild sea.

			“Your partner…” he says. “Or husband, even—you’re married, right?”

			“We are.”

			“Is he a good man?”

			“Very.”

			“And you’re happy?”

			“Yes,” I say, truthfully. “Are you?”

			He pauses. “Yes. Mostly. My stepson, Matteo, he’s amazing. And Freja and I have been very happy. Although—well, it’s been tricky lately, but I hope we can move on through.”

			I stay silent.

			“She knew something was up after I saw you in January. She asked what was going on with me and I told her we’d bumped into each other. She was upset.”

			“She knows that was it, though? That we just chatted for half an hour?”

			“Yes. But she wasn’t convinced it had stopped there. For me, at least.”

			I ignore the sensations in my body. It always was this way with him; it means nothing. Besides, we’ve made an agreement now. Whatever it was that has not happened, it’s stopped.

			“How long have you two been together?”

			“Just over five years. Freja’s a physio. She helped when I got back. My hand didn’t heal very well after I lost a finger. My arm was all out of whack, too.”

			I smile briefly, even though none of this is funny. “You met another woman in a hospital? Seriously?”

			“God no. She was private. And it was nothing like when I met you.”

			I see him register what he’s just said, the momentary alarm, then the resignation. Silently, we agree to let it go.

			The fire I lit earlier is beginning to fade, glowing only softly now, and Johan gets up to put on another log. I watch his back, grateful for a moment’s pause. I used to drape myself over that back. Long and lean, always warm. I’m relaxing, I’d say when he asked if I was planning to move. You’re always telling me to slow down, and this is a good spot for me.

			“Do you get on well with your stepson?” I ask. I don’t want to think about those times.

			Johan smiles, easily now. “I do. He was only three when Freja and I met. He’s an absolute terror. I love that little guy.”

			He’ll be a great stepfather. I imagine he’s like Leo’s dad from my kids’ class. He’s always taking Leo off to the moor to wild camp, or showing him how to make cool things in his workshop, or teaching him bass guitar. Robin and the other dads hate him.

			“I’m not staying,” Johan says, blowing on the embers as he waits for the log to catch. “Freja’s gone to see some old school friends in Lund for a few days. Matteo wanted to go to my parents’ house for a sleepover—I need to join them in case he wakes in the night. I just needed to—I don’t know. Straighten things out, in person. No confusing text messages.”

			Brave young flames spark and creep upward. Wind buffets the side of his cabin, willow branches dance frenziedly outside the back windows. Johan closes the door of the woodburner and straightens up. We look at each other for a long, long time.

			“Right then, Carrie Cole,” he says. “I’ll go. And—thank you. I’m glad we were able to clear that up.”

			Before I know it, I’m on my feet. “No. Absolutely not.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“No. You can’t drive all the way down here just to talk about something that hasn’t happened. It’s important to me, too, but our chemistry is not a priority right now.”

			He puts his car keys back in his pocket and leans against the front door.

			“You broke up with me with no real explanation. You being in prison wasn’t a good enough reason for me then and it isn’t now. I know about my mum and the antibiotics but I still don’t know how or why you took the illegal drugs into Thailand. Why you lied and said you were guilty if you weren’t. How exactly your conviction was overturned. And, Jesus Christ, I have a right to know! It was my life, too! My whole life, Johan!”

			Outside, the wind gains speed. Johan is frozen, standing in front of the door.

			“I can’t tolerate anymore secondhand information about why my life went up in flames. I need to hear the whole thing and I need to hear it from you.”
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			Thirty-three.

			I realize I’m shouting, fists balled. The wind outside is howling away, a hymn to this cracked-open moment, this reckoning, many years too late.

			Johan comes back to the table and sits down. “I’m sorry, Carrie. You should never have had to beg. You should never have been dragged into any of this.”

			I sit back down, too.

			“It is your right to know,” he says. “But—I…I don’t understand why your mum didn’t tell you the whole story.”

			My stomach is beginning to knot. “You mean she knows? Because she specifically told me she didn’t.”

			Johan sighs. “She’s known for years, Carrie. When I was pardoned and sent home, the first thing I did was try to contact you. But you were listed at hospitals all over the country—all over the world. I had no idea which one you were at. Have you ever tried contacting a surgeon via a hospital switchboard?”

			I stare down at the table. Mum’s known for years.

			“So after I called a few hospitals, I contacted your mother. I found her number in two minutes. I told her I’d been pardoned, that I was back in Sweden. I told her everything. But when I asked for your contact details, she refused. She said you’d worked far too hard at putting your life back together to have me swan back in again. She told me you’d finally met someone else and I wasn’t to jeopardize that.”

			“She decided that? On my behalf?”

			He watches me keenly. “It was hard to argue, if I’m honest. Who was I to send in a hand grenade when you’d finally moved on? She said you were happy, at last.”

			I laugh, hollowly. There is, apparently, no limit to my mother’s capacity to steer my life. Mum and all the other people who’ve lied to me. Withheld or drip fed me information on a need-to-know basis. “And you told her the whole thing? The methamphetamine part, too?”

			“Yes. She said she’d tell you in due course, but not now. Not while you were in the early stages of a relationship.”

			“She never told me. She never said a word. And thirty minutes ago she told me quite categorically that she did not know why you brought methamphetamine into Thailand, or who for.”

			“I suppose she felt it should come from me,” he says tiredly. “But, Carrie—I imagine she never told you back then because she felt like she’d caused you enough harm. Not to mention the fact that you had premature twins.”

			He watches me for a moment. “Of course the methamphetamine wasn’t your mum’s fault. But none of this would have happened if she hadn’t asked me to deliver those antibiotics in the first place. My own mother still clings to that. And I imagine yours still holds herself partly to blame.”

			“All these people deciding how I should be managed,” I say bitterly. “How I should be protected.”

			Johan says nothing, but I can see his guilt.

			“What about Bangkok?” I ask after a moment. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on when I visited you in prison?”

			“I was owned back then. When I said your mum and Prawat needed to back down, I really meant it. The people who were controlling me…” Johan pauses, and I see the pain of remembering. “They got word to me that if your mum and Prawat didn’t back off, they’d tell the Thai police that I’d moved multiple shipments of yaba over the border in recent weeks. They said they’d provide all the evidence.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Deadly. And I’m sure you know the death penalty still exists in Thailand. It was quite literally life or death for me. That’s why I sent you home, and that’s why I cut you off.”

			There’s a long pause. The wind moans its stories; the walls of the cabin creak.

			“Why didn’t you tell me in January, in Stockholm? You weren’t in any danger then.”

			“Because you clearly didn’t know anything about your mum. I wasn’t willing to blow up your life yet again.”

			I point out that my life blew up the moment I found him on Roof, and he smiles, but it doesn’t last.

			I close my eyes. “Look. None of these details really matter. Not in the grand scheme of things. The thing I need to know—I have to know—is who were you carrying the drugs for, and why. Please tell me, Johan. I can’t take another moment of this.”

			“I carried them for someone who needed a hand,” Johan says quietly. “It was actually a very small quantity, really; I believe it went over the threshold for personal use by about ten tiny pink pills. But they don’t mess around in Thailand. After I was arrested I learned that that drug has even caused kids’ deaths. It’s an awful thing. A real scourge. Is that right? Scourge?”

			I nod.

			“I did not understand how serious the drug was. I thought it was Adderall. That’s how it was explained to me. The local equivalent of Adderall, the guy said. I didn’t think it was any worse than the antibiotics I was carrying for your mother. I assume you know what Adderall is?”

			“Of course.”

			“The problem was it wasn’t Adderall. I did wonder when I saw the unmarked little bag; it seemed odd next to the packaged medications I was carrying for your mum. But—and I can’t stress this enough—it all felt so legit, so well-organized, I didn’t pursue that thought. I was told to drop off both deliveries in the same place to make it quicker and easier for me; they were going to send a courier for the ‘Adderall.’ But then that woman appeared and took the pills from my bag. She was offensively charming and well-dressed; she caught me totally off guard. Just like they planned. The whole thing had begun to feel slightly off, but it was her that made me worry.”

			“I thought she was your girlfriend,” I tell him. “I’ve spent years trying to remember her face. What she was wearing.”

			I watch him wrestle with something. “I have to be honest, Carrie: that’s bothered me. You knew how we’d been. You and me. Did you really think I could have just forgotten and started sleeping with someone else?”

			I almost laugh. “You were bundled into a riot van and imprisoned for drug trafficking on our wedding day. Anything seemed possible after that.”

			He nods resignedly.

			“So how did they find you? Why didn’t they arrest you until we were on Koh Samui?”

			“Just before we flew down to the islands, they finally arrested the guy the drugs were taken to. Some Taiwanese guy, a trader who worked in the Bangkok financial district—he’d been on their radar a long time. He stayed up all night using this godforsaken drug so he could work the financial markets in the US and Europe after working all day on the Asian markets. His main supplier had a big shipment on its way, but he just needed, like, a week’s supply to get him through.

			“I was in the right place at the right time. A guy I was working with in Myanmar asked me to take some ‘Adderall’ over for a trusted friend, and I said yes because Adderall’s…well, it’s everywhere. It’s legit. My cousin in Canada’s been on it for decades. It really helps with his ADHD. It wasn’t simply that I thought it was legit, though. The truth is: I had my own agenda. I have to own that—I really just wanted to help the guy in Myanmar. He’d sent his team in to get us out of a hairy situation with an organized crime syndicate who didn’t like us diving near their opium export routes. He even got us upgraded—not just to better hotel rooms but to a whole other hotel, which felt like the most luxurious place I’d ever stayed after the shithole we’d been at before. Stuff like that goes a long way when you haven’t had a day off in weeks. I wanted to repay him.”

			“But I don’t understand—who was he? Did he work for the windfarm company that hired you?”

			“No, he was our fixer. He lived locally, helped us organize stuff on the ground. Fixers iron out problems, make introductions, translate. But unfortunately this guy, who had been nothing but helpful, introduced me to one of the most dangerous drugs in Asia and solved only the problem of some trader’s drug dependence. Never mind that I got twenty-five years.”

			He stops for a while, staring out at the dark sea. A boat is making its way through the blackness toward the mainland, obediently skirting the glowing green buoys. I get up and add a log to the fire, even though it doesn’t need one.

			“But I must remember that I didn’t have to serve twenty-five years. It was a little over five.” He exhales slowly. “I’d be dead otherwise. I wouldn’t have survived.”

			This was something I often heard from patients in clinic. The pain will kill me. I can’t go on like this; I’m at the end of my rope. But of course death is seldom the clinical outcome of psychological suffering; we are wired for survival. Johan would have had to endure that mental agony day after day, year after year, with no way out except by his own hand.

			He carries on. “The fixer in Myanmar, he actually wasn’t one of the bad guys. He was just a young guy like me, doing his job. But part of that job was keeping his boss happy, and his boss was definitely a bad guy.

			“And it was as simple as that. One morning he got a message from his boss saying that one of their associates in Thailand needed a small shipment of yaba, to be delivered within forty-eight hours. And there I was, flying to Bangkok the very next day—it was so easy and straightforward. I already had your mum’s antibiotics; what was wrong with a bit of Adderall thrown into the mix, too?

			“You can’t say no to bosses like his,” Johan says, sadly. “Have I forgiven him? Of course not. But he was just doing what he was told. It’s how that world works. The evil’s always at the top of the ladder; everyone below complies out of fear. Men like his boss are more than capable of having noncompliant employees eliminated.”

			My phone buzzes. It’s Roof, telling me I have a message from Johan. I’m coming over, he wrote two hours ago. It must have been delayed. I’ve just heard that you bumped into my mother, Carrie, I’m sorry. Please wait for me.

			He crosses his arms and stretches out his legs. I remember him loping around his flat, normally naked, those long legs always sticking out over the end of his sofa. Johan had never worn clothes when he could avoid it. If he got cold he’d just put a big coat directly onto his naked body and carry on padding around his flat, cooking and talking and working.

			“So was this fixer the one who was worried about the dive permits? The guy who told you to lie low for a few days?”

			Johan nods.

			“Was that just a smoke screen?”

			He frowns. “The permit thing was real. But it wasn’t a big deal at all. The real problem was that someone was onto the yaba supply chain. The fixer called me and told me there could be some trouble. That’s why I was freaking out.”

			“Was that when we went to that go-go bar district? And you were off-kilter?”

			He nods. “I still didn’t know exactly what I’d been carrying, but by then I knew it wasn’t good. Then he emailed saying everything was fine. And so I relaxed—I told myself I’d overreacted. We went down to Koh Samui and I put it behind me.

			“What I often forget, though, is that while I was panicking about my twenty-five little pills, someone else was on their way with hundreds. They caught him too. Nigerian guy. Desperately needed the money. He was appealing a death sentence when I left Bang Kwang.”

			I wrap my arms around myself. I’ve longed for this information for more than a decade, but now that it’s here I don’t want it at all.

			“Did he survive?”

			Johan pushes air through pursed lips. “He’s still on death row. I write to him every other month. Occasionally I hear from him, mostly I don’t. He doesn’t know what’ll happen.”

			We both sit in silence. Two free people, at liberty to sit in a cabin by the sea, to take airplanes, buy bread, plan a future.

			“I was just a tiny cog in a machine,” Johan says. “But these tiny cogs are the ones who go to prison. The big guys just carry on with their money and their supply of whatever it is that fuels their lives. They get what they want because there’s always someone who’s willing to risk everything.”

			I look at the lines on his face, the scar on his hand. I wonder if he wakes at night, crying out. If Freja has to turn on the lights, or hold him until he feels safe.

			“How did you get through it?” I hear myself ask. “How did you rebuild yourself?”

			“I have mostly good days,” he says, carefully. “Many more than I do bad days. But it’ll never leave me completely. The depths you go to in those places…and I’m one of the lucky ones. I was able to walk back into a family who had the means to support me while I put myself back together. It’s only because of them that I was able to retrain. Plenty of people get out of those hellholes and end up dead within a year. Overdoses, suicide, addiction.”

			I want so badly to go over and put my arms around him. “I’m glad you’re OK,” I say instead.

			He shrugs again. “Like I said, I was able to get a lot of help. I still see a therapist every week. I’ve been lucky.”

			“So why did you retrain?”

			“It turns out diving doesn’t go well with active PTSD. I started having panic attacks forty feet down. It was the sense of being trapped—I couldn’t take it. We’re trained to deal with panic attacks but it all went out of the window. I couldn’t sort myself out at all.”

			I wait for him to go on.

			“Architecture was actually Lucas’s idea. He wrote me this beautiful story about two boys making a whole town out of cardboard boxes. That was us, when we were seven and five. I was the boss. I spent hours designing and making those houses. He was right to suggest it. It’s been good for me.”

			I smile, touched, and we lapse into silence, staring out at the darkened sea, grateful for a natural break in conversation. After a while Johan gets up and takes two beers out of the fridge. He turns off the main light and puts on lamps, like he always did, because—as he always said—there’s no magic in a room lit from above. “I leave these for all my guests,” he says, opening both beers and putting one in front of me.

			We drink. I’m not sure what to do with all this information. I’m not sure what it means for the decision I made back then to remove Johan Kullberg from my heart and never allow him back in.

			“I can’t believe you’re here, in my summer house,” Johan says after a while. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this. I never really stopped imagining what it would be like if I gave in and contacted you.”

			I close my eyes briefly. Those hours I spent awake at night, looking at the green stain of the squid boats from space, wondering if he was safe and well. If he ever thought about me.

			My phone starts ringing. It’s Nicola.

			I silence it. She’ll be calling to tell me the good news about Dad; she won’t know Maya’s already been in touch. Apparently Dad ate most of his lunch today and they talked for a couple of minutes.

			Johan looks at my phone, flashing silently on the table. “How is Nicola?” he asks.

			The call ends, and I put my phone in my pocket—just as it starts ringing again.

			Nicola.

			He watches me, with those steely blue eyes, as I answer the phone. As I hear the sound of sobbing, as I stand up, asking her sharply to tell me what’s happened.

			Johan stands there at the counter, watching me as I learn that Dad, my beloved dad, went suddenly downhill this afternoon and died half an hour ago.

			And because there is no mistaking what this call is about, he comes and stands with me after the call has ended, and he holds me while I sob. I lean in and he smells just like he always smelled, and he feels just like he always felt, and even though my life is falling away under my feet I want to stay here, like this, until someone comes with a chisel to prize us apart.
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			Thirty-four.

			Six a.m. The sea is flat as glass. A pale sunrise quivers across the water in amethyst pools; the willows and reeds are still. I’ve managed to get a flight just before five o’clock this afternoon, and I’ll need to drive back to Stockholm and pack up the flat before I go. I don’t know if I’ll come back to finish the clinical attachment. I don’t know anything now. My father is dead.

			I’ve been calling Robin intermittently since I woke, but he’s not answered yet. Eventually, worried that the children might somehow find out through the grapevine that their granddad has died, I text him the news and ask him if he can steer clear of other people so we can tell them together, tomorrow morning. The loss of their only solid grandparent—Robin’s parents are dead and my mother seldom visits—will hit them hard. But they’re six years old. I have a feeling that the loss of their holiday to Sweden will hurt almost as much.

			

			—

			When I leave later on, I don’t look around the cabin or say goodbye to it. I just get into the car, desperate to leave. Glancing briefly, guiltily, in the rearview mirror, I see the sea, the bulrushes, Johan’s large wooden picnic table disappearing out of sight, and I feel only relief. I need to get back to my family.

			I call Robin again as I leave the woods, heading toward Trosa. This morning, as yesterday, deer graze in the grass by the roadside, unbothered by the cold rain falling in blunt needles on their backs. This time, Robin cancels my call after two rings, which is odd. I try again, assuming he must have mistakenly canceled the call while trying to answer, but this time it goes straight to voicemail.

			I imagine his phone battery has died but, for reasons I can’t put my finger on, I’m a little worried. I’ve sent him a message telling him Dad has died, yet no reply?

			Has something happened to one of the kids? Is it Raffy? His asthma?

			I call Robin once more but, again, it goes straight to voicemail.

			I drive on, clouds jamming a low sky. Robin carries fully charged power banks everywhere with him. In his line of work he can’t be unreachable: when we moved to Dartmoor he wouldn’t view any house that didn’t have strong phone signal. If his battery has died it’ll be charged soon enough.

			Unless he’s in hospital with Raffy. Unless power banks are the last thing on his mind right now.

			No, Robin would have called me straight away. He wouldn’t have stopped calling.

			I pull over, wait four minutes and then call him again. My body relaxes instantly as I hear the ringtone. Robin. My rock. Power bank at the ready; he’s charging, just like I knew he would.

			But he doesn’t answer.

			Are you OK? I message. Are the kids OK?

			He reads the message but doesn’t reply.

			I call Maya, but she doesn’t answer. She messaged early this morning to say Nicola is not coping, so she’s offered to go and register Dad’s death in Exeter this morning. I imagine she’s driving.

			I text Robin my flight times and say that I’ll probably get home around 11 p.m. I tell him I’m still in such shock I can’t really connect with what’s happening, but he doesn’t reply to this either.

			On a fence post twenty feet away a large bird of prey sits motionless, watching me. I think it’s an osprey. There was a beautiful photo of one in Johan’s cabin, lifting a fish clean out of the sea with its talons. The bird stares at me, as if seeing parts of me I thought I’d kept hidden.

			Does Robin know? is the next thought I have. Has he somehow worked out where I am? Who I was talking to last night?

			I shake my head, dislodging the thought. Robin’s probably just trying to find a moment of peace to talk to me properly about Dad. To comfort me without a seven-year-old shouting in his ear.

			The rain shower has passed but it’s left a strong wind. My little hire car shakes and the osprey continues to stare at me, seeing everything. My phone buzzes again. This time it’s Johan, messaging via Roof. I feel uneasy reading his messages. We held each other for so long, last night, after Nicola’s call. Longer than two people who once loved each other ever should. When he left for his parents’, neither of us could quite look the other in the eye.

			He’s asking how I’m doing, whether I slept. He repeats how sorry he is about my dad. He says he hopes the next few weeks are bearable and that the funeral gives me some kind of closure, and he wishes me luck for the future.

			Take care, Carrie, he writes, with X as an afterthought message.

			A last kiss.

			I’m not OK, I reply, because I have nobody else to talk to in this moment. My husband has gone AWOL and I’m sure everything is fine, but I just have a weird feeling. It’s probably just Dad. I just can’t take it in. I should have been there. I’d have spotted the signs that he was deteriorating.

			I just want to be home, and I don’t want to have to travel sixteen hours to get there. I let off the hand brake and check my wing mirrors, just as my phone pings another message through.

			But it’s not Robin. It’s my Roof guests, who are arriving at the Pig Shed today. I agreed they could have an early check-in; they flew into Exeter from the Channel Islands this morning. I nearly don’t read it but pull the hand brake up and open the message. Robin’s overseeing this stay in my absence, but if he’s having a difficult time with the kids he might welcome my help.

			Hi Carrie, we’re here at the property but the door’s locked and nobody’s around. We’ve knocked on your door but there’s no car and the lights are off, even though it’s quite foggy and gray up here on the moor. Is there a key somewhere that we’ve missed? Could you call me when you get this? Regards, Hazel.

			I call Robin and the phone rings. Once again he cancels it. When I call again it just rings out. I try Maya again, because if anyone’s spoken to Robin this morning it’ll be her, but she doesn’t answer.

			As human beings we are skilled at talking ourselves down from a panic. We have special phrases that we roll out and, normally, we believe them: I’m sure there’s a perfectly rational explanation. This sort of thing happens all the time. You’re overreacting! But I think we also know, somehow, when it’s time to worry. For me, that time is now.

			Something is not right.

			I call Hazel, who’s on the edge of anger but calms down when I walk her to the hole in the garden wall where we keep the spare key. I stay with her until she gets inside, cooing happily over the expensive bedding I insisted on, the proper sofa, and the chef’s knives in the kitchen.

			Where is Robin? Where are the kids?

			I ask if there are any lights on inside my house, even though she said in her message there weren’t. “They’re meant to be at home right now,” I say, hoping she’ll tell me something that will make me feel less anxious. “We’re always in at this time of day because my daughter has gymnastics at eleven a.m. and we’re never organized enough to go out somewhere first! Perhaps they’ve driven to town for some breakfast.”

			“I think they must have left yesterday, actually,” Hazel says. She orders her husband to carry her bag across the boggy grass. “There was a large branch across the track when we arrived. The storm was last night, so the branch must have fallen then. They’d have had to move it to get out this morning.”

			I spoke to my family at 5 p.m. yesterday—4 p.m. their time. The kids were making slides out of sofa cushions while Robin got jacket potatoes into the oven. He would never have impulsively whisked them away for a night, not that late in the afternoon. Especially with a Roof check-in the next morning and a trip to Sweden on Monday.

			I wish Hazel a lovely stay and tell her to call me if she needs anything. Just before we end the call, however, her husband speaks up.

			“Oh,” she says. “We’ve just got a message from you on Roof! Literally, in the last minute or so. It must be your husband, hang on…”

			I hear her fiddling with the touchscreen. “Ah,” she says, then pauses, still reading. “Carrie?”

			“Yes.”

			“Your husband must be logged in as you…

			“Yes—he’s in charge while I’m abroad.”

			“I see. Well, he sends a thousand apologies, says he had to go away last night for an astronomy event? He completely forgot we were coming…yada yada…tells us where the key is hidden…includes his phone number…apologizes again…”

			I hear the sound of the kettle being filled and a small click as it’s turned on.

			“My brother’s an amateur astronomer,” she says. “He’s exactly the same! Just hares off at a moment’s notice!”

			Except there was a storm last night. Nobody would have been watching the stars.

			The kettle begins to rumble in the background. “I’ll leave you be,” I say. “Give me a call if you need anything. I hope you have a wonderful holiday!”

			“You too, Carrie!”

			Nothing is wonderful. My beloved dad has died in hospital, long before his time, and my husband and children are missing.

			I open up Roof and read Robin’s message to Hazel. He sounds his usual self: neither stressed nor rushed, just apologetic.

			The osprey has disappeared from the fence post. The sky has darkened further—it’s about to open. I return to Roof and I’m halfway through Robin’s message, for the second time, when my hand flies to my mouth.

			Robin is logged into my Roof account, where he’s keeping an eye on my host’s inbox. But with one click of a button he can switch to my traveller inbox, where there is a series of messages between me and Johan. He’s always known Johan’s name. He has a reasonable idea of what he looks like, but even if he didn’t, it wouldn’t matter. Our messages sit in an unmistakable furrow of old intimacy. They talk of our meeting, of our phone conversation. And then he messages to say he’s on his way over. Please wait for me, he writes, and that’s the last thing my husband will have read last night.

			Has he read the message Johan sent ten minutes ago, too? The tenderness of his tone, the kiss at the end?

			Please no.

			I start the car engine and then turn it off. I don’t know what to do. Rain has started to fall again. It’s a sudden downpour, hammering the windscreen of this toy car with a cold, dedicated fury.

			I call Robin again but he doesn’t answer, and I don’t blame him. Total honesty, we promised each other. No secrets, no gray areas, and—true to his word—Robin has told me everything, right from the start.

			So did I, until I found my Johan Kullberg again.

			No, I whisper, into my cold little car. No, no. This will devastate Robin. It will lay him out. And our children…My eyes fill with tears. No, no, no.

			It doesn’t matter that nothing happened. It was all there. For both of us. And it’s still there this morning. I still feel his arms around me after Nicola’s phone call last night, my almost unbearable longing for more. My heart has already betrayed Robin, even if my hands are clean.

			Paralyzed, I sit behind the steering wheel, trying to decide what to do next.

			My phone rings, breaking the silence. I scrabble for it, but it’s not Robin. It’s Maeve’s gymnastics club. It’s the Devon under-tens championships this afternoon and Maeve is on the squad, but she hasn’t turned up for their extra practice. Robin hasn’t called and he’s not answering his phone.

			Where are my children? Where has Robin taken them? What is he doing?

			A few years ago, a man in Tavistock murdered his wife and children after discovering his wife had been sleeping with his school friend. I remember how it had sat in my nervous system, the knowledge of this appalling act just a few miles away. I remember his neighbors saying to the news crews that he had always seemed like such a sweet man: quiet, hardworking, always friendly. And yet.

			People do unimaginably awful things when they’re cuckolded, Dad had said to me. We’d met in Ashburton for a coffee while Robin took the twins swimming and I’d seen the Tavistock murders on the front page of the Western Morning News. I couldn’t let it go. It can send the sanest of folk completely over the edge.

			Even Robin?

			“Stop it,” I tell myself, loudly. Of course not Robin. These thoughts are no more than a marker of my overwhelm, the bottomless shock of losing my dad, the fallout of seeing Johan.

			I send Robin a message saying that I know what he’s seen.

			Absolutely nothing happened, I write. I didn’t even know he was out of prison until a few weeks ago. I should have told you—it’s just been such a shock, I haven’t been thinking straight. I’m so sorry, Robin. So, so, so, so, so sorry. But please know that nothing happened. We just talked about his arrest and imprisonment. There was a lot of stuff I needed to know. Please call me. Xxxxxx

			

			—

			By the time I return the hire car ninety minutes later, I’ve had no reply.

			I know, rationally, that he’ll just be devastated, or angry, or both, that he’ll have needed to get out of the house. I know that he won’t want to talk to me anymore than I’d want to talk to him if I’d stumbled across an intimate message chain between him and a woman from his past.

			But the longer I don’t know where my children are, the sicker I feel. I call Nicola and I call Mum; neither reply. I call Maya again and she answers this time, but is only able to whisper that she is at the register office and can’t talk.

			I’m just about to call Robin again when Johan phones.

			“Carrie. Where are you?”

			I tell him I’m in a taxi, on my way to my apartment to pack my suitcase and leave for the airport.

			He says something under his breath that I think is a Swedish swear word. “When will you be at the airport?”

			“Maybe two hours from now?”

			“I’m coming to meet you there. I’m coming to England with you.”

			“What?”

			“Oh, Carrie…I’m sorry. It’s about Robin. Your husband. I really don’t want to be telling you this, but he…uhh, he—”

			“What? Johan, what about Robin?”

			“Are you flying SAS?” he asks. I can hear him running up some stairs. A drawer is opened, the sounds of scrabbling. A zip.

			“Yes. But Johan…” Running again, then the sound of keys, some beeping.

			“I’ll see you in terminal five. Text me your flight details. I’ll get a seat on your plane.”

			“You’re scaring me. What do you know? Are the children OK?”

			“I’m sure they will be. But I need to talk to you again, face-to-face. Wait for me by airport security, OK?” I hear a door slamming, a deadlock turning.

			“Johan, stop!” I’m shouting. “Tell me what’s happening. Now!”

			“It was Robin,” he says. He’s out of breath; he must be walking fast, maybe even running. The sound of a car door opening, closing, the engine starting. “Robin was my fixer in Myanmar. It was him who gave me the pills to carry, for his boss. Robin is the reason I went to prison.”

			I think my heart actually skips a beat. “I’m sorry?”

			I hear the sound of gears changing, then his indicator: a cheerful ticking in the eye of this tornado.

			“I didn’t know who your husband was. I didn’t know anything about your new life, Carrie. I forbade myself from googling you. Then yesterday you called him by his name. There are hundreds of thousands of Robins in this world; I didn’t think anything of it. But the name stuck itself to my subconscious and I found myself googling Robin Carghill. Out of interest, I suppose. I found him straight away. Loads of stuff about the Heynes Foundation, a profile on LinkedIn. But I kept going—I don’t know why, I just got carried away looking at this man who nearly destroyed my life. I got to page four of Google and there was your name. Something to do with a sponsored bike ride on Dartmoor that you and him did together.”

			I wrap my arms around myself.

			No.

			“I can’t believe I’m telling you this. I just cannot believe it.”

			No.

			“I find it very disturbing, Carrie. There’s no way he wouldn’t have known who you were when you met. I used to talk about you constantly when we worked together. I showed him pictures of you. Fuck,” he adds. “Roadworks.”

			My taxi pulls up outside my apartment building. I pay the driver, probably too much, but I need to be out of that car, in the fresh air.

			“I don’t think it can be the same Robin,” I say. “I…I met him completely by chance. At a hospital fundraiser. And Robin’s…Robin’s a good man, Johan. A really good, kind man, who’s done nothing but look after us all. It can’t be…”

			Johan listens, not saying anything, but I can hear the sounds of a car driving. I know he’s still there, and I know he’s giving me a moment to come around to the idea.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, after a long pause. “And for what it’s worth, I thought he was a good guy, too. I’ve even had moments when I can find some grain of understanding why he stitched me up the moment he saw authorities arrived on his doorstep. This, though. This is a whole new level of wrong, Carrie. How long have you been together?”

			“Eight years,” I whisper. I’m inside the lobby of my building now. Slowly, carefully, I go over to the mobility chair that lives by the lift, and I sit down on the ergonomic seat. I grip the handle with one hand, my phone with the other, and I’m back in that film again. The one where a normal woman finds herself in a crazy plot, disaster all around her. This cannot be my life. This man Johan’s describing cannot be the father of my children.

			I grip the chair. I think I might faint.

			“It’s him,” Johan says, gently, into my ear. “Once I put your names together I found several more pictures of you two. There’s no mistake. I’m sorry.”

			“No,” I whisper.

			“Look, you said he’s gone missing. What did you mean?”

			“I mean…he’s not answered my calls or messages. I told him Dad had died and he hasn’t said a single word. He’s canceling my calls. My Roof guests tell me the house is deserted…He told them he had to go away last minute for some astronomical event. But there was a storm in the UK last night. The sky wouldn’t have been visible to anyone.”

			“And…?”

			My voice trembles. “He read our messages on Roof. I think that’s why he’s gone. He knows we’re in touch. He knows it’s you. He knows we were together last night.”

			Johan says the Swedish swear word again. Then—“Well…I’m not surprised he’s panicking. He’ll know it’s only a matter of time before I work out who he is. Hang on—busy intersection…”

			I sit, frozen, until Johan speaks again. “Did you speak to him last night? Did he seem odd?”

			I think back to our calls yesterday and it was all there, of course. I just wasn’t looking. “Yes. He was odd. We spoke at lunchtime yesterday when I was driving—he was strangely clingy. Kept saying he really missed me. But then later on when I video called at the kids’ teatime, he was weird. Distant to the point of seeming angry. I just assumed he was fed up with the children, but I think he’d actually just found out we were meeting.”

			Johan’s voice is firm. “Your kids are going to be fine. You’ve been with this man eight years. He’s their dad! And while I cannot understand what he was up to, getting together with you, I do know that if he was some sort of psychopath you’d have known by now.”

			Would I? The man who held me through my pregnancy, through the twins’ hospitalization. The man with whom I shared my deepest fears as we lay in the dark at night, the man who has made me hundreds of pancakes, lasagnas, shepherd’s pies—his love of comfort food, planetary systems and constellations, his amiable bumbling around with retired astronomy nerds, his years of work to funnel rich peoples’ money into deserving causes. Who is he? Did he deliberately track me down? What was he after?

			“It will be OK,” Johan repeats.

			“But where is he? Where’s he taken the kids?”

			“I don’t know. But I’ll help you find them. I don’t believe something terrible is going to happen, Carrie. I just don’t think he was ever that sort, and I don’t think you do either.”

			“Then why are you coming to England? Why are you getting on the first plane to come and help me if you don’t believe anything bad is happening?”

			He goes silent.

			“I just don’t like any of this,” is what he says eventually, and I can hear the anxiety in his voice now. It sends terror through my body.
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			Thirty-five.

			We sit in front of a floor-to-ceiling window looking across at the runway, waiting for our boarding call. In front of us sit two rye baguettes with smoked fish and sliced pickles. Lettuce frills out cheerily above a napkin covered in smiling faces. I don’t think either of us are likely to eat.

			I listen silently to what Johan is saying, but my mind fights every word. Like everything else that has happened to us, this feels more like a hallucination than my life.

			When Johan met Robin, Robin was halfway through a twelve-month contract advising a Swiss billionaire, Valentin Meyer, who lived in Singapore. Robin’s job then, as it is now in his freelance work, was to help this wealthy man disperse a small proportion of his staggering wealth to visible causes.

			Meyer’s reputation had suffered as a result of his cooperation with the various triads of a giant, pan-Asian drugs syndicate, and thirty-year-old Robin had unknowingly been hired as part of a reputation management scheme. He was to help Meyer send very large amounts of money to very good causes—or at least the ones willing to accept that sort of money—with maximum publicity.

			He’d been based in Yangon because Meyer’s biggest giving project was in Myanmar. The relaxed hours had apparently allowed Robin to take on fixer contracts at the same time, which Meyer had encouraged. As Johan points out, it made sense. Robin was Meyer’s most visible contractor; it stood in Meyer’s favor to have Robin working hand in hand with aid agencies and journalists. And Robin has always liked to stay busy.

			He had been anxious and unhappy when he’d met Johan. He told Johan, one evening over a beer, that he’d now been in the job long enough to realize that Meyer wasn’t the force for good he’d been sold. He was thinking of quitting, even though the money was sensational; his real fear was how his boss would react.

			“I felt for him,” Johan says, smiling briefly. “He didn’t fill me in on any of the details but I could see it was really eating him. I didn’t think he’d be my scene. Posh British boy. But he was a really decent guy—very helpful, friendly, funny.”

			That sounds like Robin. But what do I know?

			“When he asked me if I could carry this medication for his boss’s friend, I said yes. I didn’t think about it. He’d done so much to help us by that point, I was glad of the chance to do something in return.”

			He sighs, picking up his baguette, finally. Without any enthusiasm he takes a bite. “I’ve thought about tracking Robin down, over the years. Trying to ask him if he suffered any guilt, stitched me up like that, threatening to make it worse if I couldn’t get rid of your mum and Prawat. I couldn’t face him in the end, though.”

			“Hang on—what? It was Robin who threatened you?”

			“He had a thug in the prison who relayed messages. But yes, it came from Robin.” Johan frowns. “Well, to be precise, it came from his boss. But it was Robin who chose to pass that message on. I was to take the fall and reveal nothing about anyone.”

			I stare at my own baguette, trying to turn this into something I can believe in. My jaw is clenched and throbbing. Images jag in from all directions: Robin changing our babies’ nappies, staying up late to make their birthday cake. Robin patiently playing hide-and-seek and card games with them, administering cough medicine, rubbing sore legs, blowing raspberries on wriggly bellies. Robin, their dad. Who carried out the instructions of dangerous criminals.

			I start to cry.

			

			—

			On the plane Johan falls asleep and, in spite of my best efforts, I can’t stop watching him. I am sick with shock, with the terror of what Robin might be capable of. I can hardly bear to think about what he might do now he knows his cover is blown. And on top of all of this, there is another impossible fact: my father is no longer alive. I will never see him again.

			And yet, being next to Johan, absorbing the safety and stillness of his long, peaceful body, I have this strange sense that I may still survive. That Johan’s instincts about Robin—my instincts about Robin—are correct. That my children are safe and that I will soon get them back and have some space to process the loss of my father.

			At some point I fall asleep, too. I dream that Dad is on a train seat next to me, reading a paper. In my dream I try to talk to him, to express how deeply I want him to be alive, to come back, but I’m unable to say a word.

			Dad knows how I feel, though. He’s got a packet of salted nuts in his hand. It’s dark outside the train; I sense it’s winter.

			Dad has a nut, then smiles at me and says, “Nothing is insurmountable, Carrie. It all just takes time and, sometimes, a great deal of pain.”

			He said this when I got back from Thailand all those years ago, and then again when I had the twins. He was right both times.
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			Thirty-six.

			There’s no message from Robin when we land. Maya has been dealing with undertakers and other officials all day and therefore knows only in a general way that I’m trying to track Robin down. She has, finally, left a voicemail, but it contains no information about my husband. After sharing the logistics of death she talks about Nicola’s mental state, and then says—almost as an afterthought—that Robin’s probably just busy and she hopes the kids take the news about their granddad OK.

			We head straight for the car hire desks. Robin drove me all the way to Heathrow when I left for my placement. He held me for a long time before I walked into Departures and he told me how much he would miss me; how much he loved me. He’s due to pick me up at the end of my placement next week.

			Mum, who I called a few times from Sweden, still hasn’t returned my call, nor has she read my messages.

			

			—

			
			Johan buys snacks at Fleet Services while I try Robin again.

			“I know,” I say to his answerphone. “I know what you did. We can talk about it later. For now, I just need to know where the children are.”

			We drive on. Johan, wordlessly, arranges snacks in the center console of the hire car. He always knew how to handle my undereating without confrontation. He trusted me to get back on track, which I always did; he knew I’d do something about it if things ever got out of hand. Whereas Robin would stand over me and my unfinished meals as if I were Maeve back in her toddlerhood, when all she’d eat was chips or strawberry yogurt. You must eat, Carrie, he’d say. Go on. Just this bowl, please.

			I find myself taking the food gratefully. Dried mango. Squares of chocolate, cherry tomatoes.

			We don’t talk much as we drive west. It’s a clear night and the sky is a brightly studded cavern, stretching in all directions over the A303 and the sprawling Wiltshire hills.

			Maya calls at around nine thirty, worried about our stepmother. It seems Nicola had somehow expected Dad to make a full recovery and became so frenzied in her grief that her GP had to prescribe a sedative this afternoon. She’s still fast asleep, and Maya doesn’t know if she should wake her to give her some food or not. She sounds shattered and close to breaking herself.

			I ask again if she’s heard from Robin or the kids, but she says no. There is no point burdening her further. She is in our dead father’s house, on the front line.

			Our dead father. I cannot internalize this.

			As I drive I think of Dad, drinking tea underneath his apple tree, an empty jam tart tray folded neatly on a plate. I think of the horse game Maya and I used to play with him, the swing he took five weeks to erect in the garden because he was so bad at DIY.

			I remember the feeling of his arms around me when he arrived at that police station in London after Mum lost us in the protest, the feeling of having been rescued almost from death. Dad stopped the car repeatedly on the way back to Devon—on this very road, in fact—so he could get out and cuddle me and Maya. Again, and again, and again. He was distraught.

			I cry for a while. Johan lets me, passing me a clean T-shirt from his bag in the absence of any tissues.

			My rock has gone, and now—hours later—it seems that my other rock has been shattered too. I am untethered, floating in this vast ocean of stars. I have nowhere to anchor and no one I can trust. Three months ago, I thought I’d found my direction. I thought the drifting was over, that it was my destiny to return to surgery, to myself. I would stand next to Robin as a working parent and move back into the only life that had ever made sense to me.

			I was ready. But what did I know?

			I call him again and leave another message, warning that I will call the police if I don’t hear from him soon. He doesn’t respond. I think he’s probably gambling on the likelihood that I’d do almost anything other than involve the police after nearly being taken away from my own parents when I was young.

			We drive past a closing service station somewhere in Wiltshire; its lights blink off as we pass. It’s late, and my children and husband have been unaccounted for for more than twenty-four hours.

			I force myself to forget about Robin, the man who put Johan in prison; to think instead about my husband, Robin Carghill, aged forty-two. Owner of matching socks, astronomy manuals, secondhand camera lenses. Robin Carghill, daddy to my children, who buys them Roald Dahl books, choc ices, fragments of asteroids. Robin Carghill, my lover, my friend, my cheerleader as I fight my way back up the steep ladder into surgery.

			He is a good man. He has to be. Like Johan said, I’d have realized by now if he was a psychopath. I’d have started to notice things; I’d have begun to worry.

			Wouldn’t I?

			I look out of the window. Stars watch our hire car as it inches toward my home. Is Robin looking at this sky, too? Is he asking for answers, for hope, just like I am?

			There’s a brief moment of lightness just past Stonehenge, when we pull over to swap seats. I’ve just vacated the driver’s seat for Johan to have a turn at the wheel, but with the driver’s seat slid forward to accommodate my very short legs, he can’t actually get into the car. He laughs, pushing the seat back to its furthest limit, and although he doesn’t say anything I know he’s remembering the jokes we used to make about our height difference.

			I allow myself to smile, to slide into this warm memory. It feels a lot safer than the present moment.

			

			—

			The house is empty. There’s a light on in the Pig Shed bathroom—a lot of our guests are discombobulated by the utter blackness of the moor at night—but nothing in our house. Not the usual soft glow of the kids’ night-light, or the porch light we always leave on in case of emergencies when we’ve got Roof guests.

			I run upstairs anyway, but the rooms are empty. Our luggage is present and correct, minus the suitcase I took to Sweden, but the kids’ little Trunkis are gone. He wouldn’t take their travel bags if he was planning to harm them, I tell myself, but the silence of this empty house is like a scream. It’s becoming harder to stay rational.

			“They’re not here,” I shout to Johan. “I’m calling the police.”

			I pick up Maeve’s Squishmallow and as I inhale the smell of my daughter, the panic erupts from my body in a primal howl. Seconds later, Johan is in the room. He holds me, tightly, and I no longer have any idea if this is OK, for him or for me, especially here in my children’s bedroom, but I know also that I need him.

			“It’s OK,” he’s saying. “Keep breathing, please, Carrie.”

			I can hear his heart pumping fast. I allow myself to put my arms around him, and we stand there for a few seconds, my thoughts hurtling in all directions, until my phone starts ringing.

			It’s Mum. She must finally have seen the missed calls. “Carrie? Are you OK? I’m so sorry about your dad.”

			“Do you know where the kids are?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Raffy and Maeve. Do you know where they are?”

			“No. What’s going on?” she says. Her voice has changed. “Hang on. Hasn’t Robin got them? Have you flown home early?”

			“Yes. And nobody’s been at our house since yesterday evening when Robin told our Roof guests some bullshit story about an astronomical event that could never have been happening because there was a storm in Devon and I’m fucking terrified, Mum, where are they? What has he done?”

			“Why are you suddenly worried about Robin? Carrie, what’s happening?”

			“I have to go, Mum. I have to call the police. I’ll call you back.”

			

			—

			My children and their father are missing. I am curled up on the rug in their bedroom with Johan Kullberg sitting next to me and the police are on their way. Sobs churn through me as I repeat, over and over, please don’t hurt them, don’t hurt them, don’t hurt them.

			Johan has his arm around me. He’s stopped saying he thinks they’ll be OK. I don’t know if this is because he doesn’t want to belittle my feelings or because he’s beginning to worry himself, but his silence just makes me more frightened.

			Once I told her everything, Mum said, “Let me see what I can do”—but she said that to me in Thailand all those years ago and it didn’t come to much. As I’ve come to see over time, Mum is no superhuman. She’s just determined and fearless.

			“Tea?” Johan asks. I shake my head. He nods, stroking my back with a warm hand. Then, after a pause, he says, “Teh tarik?”

			“No. Actually, yes. Thank you.”

			Mum taught him how to make it not long after I introduced them. He must have kept it going ever since.

			Johan goes downstairs. “Condensed milk is in the cupboard above the toaster,” I say, but another sob comes out and I don’t repeat myself. I won’t be able to stomach it anyway.

			It’s 12:10 a.m.

			

			—

			Mum calls just before one, at which point the police are taking a statement. There are officers upstairs checking through our bedrooms; I’ve been given an unbearably kind female officer who’s suggested we sit on the sofa so I can stay under a blanket. I’m still shaking.

			“I’ve got them,” Mum says, before I have a chance to speak. “They were all fast asleep in a hotel about three hundred meters from my flat. I told him if he knew what was good for him he’d let me take them. He didn’t put up a fight at all and, Carrie, honestly, I don’t think the kids knew anything was wrong. They were confused at first but then they were full of beans. Granny’s come to take us for a midnight sleepover! Can we have a midnight feast? That sort of thing.”

			My hand is on my chest. “They’re safe? They’re OK?”

			The police officer is listening intently.

			“They’re absolutely fine. They were expecting to be flying from Heathrow to Stockholm Monday morning to see you. They have absolutely no idea anything’s wrong.”

			“What? But…what are they doing now? Where are they?”

			“They’re in my bed eating Nutella toast and watching SpongeBob. They’re in their element.”

			“And Robin?”

			“I left him there. I wasn’t going to take him on until I’d got the kids away. He may still be there, he may not. I’ll leave that for you. And indeed the police, although I doubt they’ll be interested. The kids are absolutely fine and he technically hasn’t done anything wrong, beyond failing to answer your calls.”

			“Did he say anything at all?”

			“No. He looked bloody terrified, though. As he should. Anyway—I’ve warned them I’ll be putting them to bed soon but that you’d want to speak to them first. Do you need to do any crying or howling first?”

			I cry and howl and I thank the universe for my terrible, brilliant mother. Then I speak to my babies on video, their little faces lit up by the phone screen, chocolate smeared on either side of their mouths like clowns’ smiles. SpongeBob babbles on in the background; Maeve is wearing sequined cat ears on an Alice band. Just like Mum says, they are both under the impression that they’re getting a taxi to Heathrow Monday morning, and from there they’ll be flying out to see me in Sweden. They clearly don’t know about their granddad or indeed anything else. At Mum’s suggestion, I’ve made sure there’s just a blank wall behind me, nothing to suggest I’m in Devon.

			I only stop telling them I love them when Mum removes the phone and whispers that I’m beginning to make it seem as if there’s something wrong. And of course she’s right, so I bid them a cheerful good night, tell them I can’t wait to see them soon. It would not go well if I told them their Sweden trip was canceled at this time of night.

			While I wait for Mum to get the kids to bed and call me back, the police politely take their leave. Like Mum’s predicted, they say there’s no crime to investigate with regard to my children, and that a third-party oral account of a crime Robin may or may not have been involved in in Myanmar is not something they’re going to start investigating now, in the middle of the night.

			They tell Johan he’s welcome to go and make a statement about Robin if he so wishes, but they give no guarantees that it would come to anything. And that’s the awful thing about this situation. I don’t know if I even want it to come to anything. Robin is my children’s father.

			Then I sit on the sofa and close my eyes for a few minutes, until Mum calls back. I seem to have jammed myself right up against Johan, but I haven’t the mental capacity to think about right and wrong. I just need an anchor.

			“How did you find them?” is the first thing I ask when Mum calls back. And I’m quite glad the police have gone, because Mum then tells me quite cheerfully that she has a contact at the Met on whom she occasionally “leans hard” when she needs a favor, and that the contact was leaned on with sufficient force tonight to agree to a phone mast triangulation. The area they found Robin’s phone in was not only quite small, but it was also precisely where Mum lives.

			There are four hotels in the area immediately around her house, Mum tells me. So she went to each one and, with her usual mix of charm and polite force, managed to learn that Robin and the kids were checked in to the hotel closest to her flat.

			“Less than a hundred meters away,” she says. “I cannot understand it, Carrie. What was he up to?”

			“Maybe he was going to fly out early to talk to me? Or even to Johan?” I say, although I find that highly unlikely. I imagine Robin would do almost anything to avoid a confrontation with Johan. “Maybe he was going to fly them somewhere else. I don’t know. I just…” Tears fill my eyes again. I am almost empty. It’s nearly two.

			“Are you going to call him?” Mum asks.

			“I don’t know if I can face it right now.”

			“I understand,” she says, even though she doesn’t. My mother is always ready for a fight. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do, Carrie. There’s no way I’m going to get any sleep tonight; I’ll be watching those children like a hawk. So just call. OK?”

			Johan watches me for a long time after the call has ended. I watch him back. There are dark circles under his eyes and I see, under the stark ceiling light I never use in our living room, how he, too, has aged. And yet, to me, he’s no less beautiful.

			I get up and start pacing. I need to make a plan. Too long, I’ve been carried along in the slipstream of other people’s stories. I need to take action.

			I go through to the kitchen and sit at the table, where I find the remnants of a bolognese dinner. A couple of carrots under the table, a curl of spaghetti welded to the wood; speckles of dried mince stuck to the edge where Raffy normally sits. There’s even the remains of a cup of tea in the seat Robin normally takes by the window so he can look at the stars.

			Robin, my rock.

			I think of the agony I suffered over Johan all those years ago, the despair I felt at having failed to recognize who he apparently was. And then the gratitude when the universe sent Robin my way. Solid, kind, generous Robin: a man I could finally trust.

			After a few deep breaths, I call him.
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			Thirty-seven.

			He doesn’t answer.

			What are you doing? I write, simply. Johan comes to join me. He leans against the worktop, far too tall for this old, low-ceilinged house.

			I panicked, Robin replies less than a minute later.

			I show it to Johan.

			Call me, I write. Right fucking now.

			Robin calls immediately. “Look, Carrie, I’m sorry,” he says, in his voice. His calm, kind voice. “I’m really sorry. I had a little panic that you’d…”

			“That I’d what? Call the police?”

			“Well, yes, I suppose so.”

			“So you decided to disappear with our children as a deterrent? Seriously?”

			“I admit it wasn’t my best…well, it wasn’t—”

			“What were you doing? Why were you in a hotel in Lancaster Gate?”

			Robin sighs. “I know, I know. Probably silly, but I was worried something would kick off and that I might need to—I don’t know. Lie low.”

			“What does that even mean? You were going to do a runner? With our children?”

			“No! Of course not!”

			“Don’t you dare sound outraged!”

			“I just wanted to be near your mum’s in case I needed to drop them there for a while.”

			“So you could run off to Heathrow and disappear? I…Robin. Who are you? What is this?”

			“I’m so sorry. Truly sorry. I was young, when it all happened. I was frightened. I did what my boss ordered me to do. He was a dangerous man, Carrie, but I’ve regretted it ever—”

			“Don’t. Don’t even.”

			“OK.” He sounds meek.

			I take a deep breath. “I want to know one thing only. Did we meet by accident? Or did you track me down?”

			Johan is watching me intently.

			“Of course I didn’t track you down.” Then Robin hesitates. “Well, not entirely.”

			I close my eyes.

			“The charity gala had been planned for a long time before you got a job at the Royal Marsden. But yes, a couple of months before the gala I found out that you’d started working at the hospital.”

			“How?”

			He hesitates. “I looked you up.”

			I close my eyes.

			“And that’s why you were there that night? Because you wanted to see me in person?”

			There’s a long silence. Johan watches me in the way he always used to when I was on a call from the hospital. There’s respect in the way he’s looking at me—pride, even—but also detachment. Johan never interfered, or piled in to support me, like Robin does. He never used to feed me “helpful” advice in a whisper or on a piece of paper, like Robin does; he never sat there listening.

			I have only ever seen these qualities of Robin’s as supportive. Now I’m unsure.

			“Yes,” my husband says eventually. “I did ask if I could come to the gala. I normally left those things to Andrew and his wealthy chums—I’ve never had the kind of spare cash needed for donations. But, yes—I did hope to clap eyes on you. I still felt so guilty—not just about Johan, but about you, this woman I’d never met yet heard so much about. But, darling, I never planned to fall in love with you. I never even planned to talk to you, I just…look, I’m being honest with you now, at least. I’m not some sort of—”

			I cut in. “Don’t tell me what you are and what you’re not. I have no grounds whatsoever to trust you.”

			“I know this is all terrible. I have gone over it again and again in my head, over the years. Should I tell her? Should I just come clean? But what purpose would it have served? We were happy, Carrie! You were happy! You were looked after and safe!”

			“What purpose would it have served?” I am incredulous. “What purpose would it…Oh my God. And that wasn’t ‘looked after and safe.’ That was pathological deception.”

			I stand up. I walk back and forth between the table and sink, sickened yet certain I will not let Robin steer this conversation. I will not let anyone steer a conversation that involves me and my life again.

			“Did you know Johan had got out of prison? That he was back in Sweden? And Robin, do not bullshit me.”

			“I did know, yes,” he says, as if this is irrelevant information. “But I—”

			“Is that why you paid for my hotel in Stockholm? To make sure I wasn’t staying anywhere near where Johan works or lives? Is that why you were weird about me going in the first place? Why you kept saying you were worried it would be ‘too much’?”

			“Of course not! That hotel was my treat. I wanted you to have somewhere easy to stay. Somewhere walkable to the conference. And I was concerned for your well-being he says. “It was a big deal for you to fly out there after all these years.”

			I don’t believe him.

			“We can work this out,” he says firmly. “Carrie. I know you’re extremely upset right now. You’re going to be feeling very emotional, especially with your father’s—”

			“Stop right there.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Firstly, you will not use my father’s death to tell me I need a little lie-down.” I take a breath. “And, secondly, do not come anywhere near us until you hear from my lawyer.”

			There’s an astonished silence. Then Robin says, “Carrie? Did you just threaten me with a lawyer?”

			“You tracked me down and pretended to be a charming stranger.” My voice is stronger than I feel, for which I am grateful. “You tracked me down, Robin. That goes beyond stalking. That’s…I don’t even know what that is. But you can be clear about one thing, and that’s that the lawyer is not a threat. It’s a very sincere promise.”

			Silence again. When he speaks, there’s a slide of condescension in his voice. “Um, Carrie. I think you’ve forgotten that you don’t have a lawyer. It was me who took care of all that sort of thing.”

			“And I think you’ve forgotten who I am,” I say. “Although perhaps you never knew.”

			Robin forces a laugh, but I know he’s beginning to panic. “Darling. I know this is all awful, but there’s so much I need to explain to you. I mean, the situation out there in Myanmar was deadly. My boss, Valentin, he was directly involved with the biggest crime ring in Southeast Asia. I’d have been dead in minutes if he stopped trusting me. I did what I did because I had no choice.”

			“Everyone has a choice.”

			“In this world, yes. In that world, no. But look, there’s so much you don’t know, Carrie. I did my best for both of you—I persuaded my boss to send a great deal of money to Johan in prison; he never did that sort of thing normally. I kept Johan protected the entire time. I intervened with your hospital trust so they’d force you to come home—I wanted you to get the hell out of there. Not because you were making things difficult for us, but because I was worried you’d somehow get sucked into it all and then I’d have ruined two people’s lives.”

			“Oh, you definitely managed that.”

			“And in the deal I did with the authorities I made sure the Thai police left you out of it, Carrie. I did that to help you!”

			I hear my voice rise to a shout. “What else did you do to help me, Robin? Track me down and get a ring on my finger?”

			There’s a long silence.

			“Like I said,” my husband continues, when he’s found his voice again. “I never planned to fall in love with you. But just to be clear, you are not going to try to take my children away from me. I’m their father.”

			I can’t speak.

			“Do not give our children the broken childhood you had, Carrie. Do not turn into your mother.”

			I end the call.

			Johan’s still watching me. He doesn’t say a word, although there’s the slightest ember of a smile in his eyes.

			I look away from him and come back to myself, to the quiet and streamlined space in my head. This was me in an emergency operation. One action, then the next. Never any bigger-picture panic. Just this action, now. It was what made the best surgeons, Yanika had always said.

			After a few minutes I pick up my phone again. I have my next action.

			I open up Google and type in Andrew Heynes Foundation redundancies.

			I scroll through six pages of results before giving up. There is nothing there about mass redundancies.

			Six months ago, Robin told me he and “countless others” were made redundant because his long-term boss, Andrew Heynes, had been charged with financial fraud.

			No redundancies were reported at all. The Heynes Foundation is still going strong, and indeed there’s a picture of Andrew opening a new women’s health unit at Ninewells Hospital in Dundee just a few days ago. I have no idea why Robin left, but it had nothing to do with redundancies. And Andrew Heynes never committed fraud.

			Briefly, I wonder why I never looked any of this up at the time, but I know the answer. I’ve never questioned anything Robin has told me. Not a word.

			Johan gets up and turns the kettle on. He’s going to make another teh tarik; I know it. This is what he used to do for me at midnight when I was still studying. Workaholic Carrie, Carrie who didn’t always manage to eat a full dinner, Carrie who misjudged her work-life balance most days. He didn’t try to change that Carrie; he made no attempt to protect her from herself. He simply watched her do her own thing, and loved her anyway.

			Robin used to pick me up from my desk and carry me upstairs, both of us laughing, if I worked past eleven. He essentially force-fed me when I was too anxious to eat. He made my appointments, took on most of our admin, ran our diary. And I used to allow this; I loved him for it. I reveled in the unfamiliar sensation of being cared for.

			But is it really care, when we are protected from the consequences of our own mistakes? When we are rescued the moment things get tough? I think that can only ever be control.

			I pause for a moment, considering my next action, then I call my mother.

			“I have a job for you,” I say when she answers.

			“Good. I need a distraction. I’m close to going around to that hotel and burning it down.”

			

			—

			We walk up through my garden and onto the open moor. A few purple feathers of cloud hover here and there, but mostly the sky is a great symphony of stars.

			Johan stops, wordless, staring up at the layers on layers of stars fading to pinprick traces as the millions of miles pass. A satellite travels slowly across our vision, stately and silent.

			It’s cold. Very cold, but we’re both wearing thick coats and besides, I can’t feel anything right now. I watch the vapor plumes of our breath fanning out ahead of us, two distinct clouds, until they find each other and become one. I remember this happening the second time we met. The longing I had to know this man better, to touch the paint on his skin.

			I don’t know how I feel about him now. I know only that I need to be up here, on the ceiling of the world, the anarchic, heady contours of the moor spreading around me in ancient disarray. Here I feel safe enough to accept that my father is dead, that my husband is little more than a story, that everything I’ve spent more than a decade believing is incorrect.

			“You can see the light from the squid-fishing boats from space,” I say after a while. “The ones we used to watch from the beach bar at night.” I feel him turn to look at me, but I keep on staring at the sky.

			“I used to get up in the middle of the night, when my head got too busy, and look at them online. When it all felt too much. I’d stare at those photos until my thoughts settled.”

			Johan is silent. Nearby, in the coppice owned by the neighboring farm, an owl calls very softly, as if testing its voice.

			I breathe in the sharp scent of cold, damp earth. I need the help of this mythical land again. I need it to hold me like it did when we moved here and I no longer knew what safety felt like.

			My phone starts to vibrate. It’s now nearly three in the morning.

			“Mum?”

			“It’s bad,” she says.

			I close my eyes.

			One of Mum’s colleagues once likened the reach of Mum’s network to the mycorrhizal network of a giant underground fungal organism, which was a little weird, but also entirely accurate. Mum can connect people from entirely disparate branches of the charity world in a matter of seconds.

			Even though it’s the middle of the night, it’s taken her less than fifteen minutes to dig up what I asked her for.

			“Well, you were right. Robin wasn’t made redundant by Andrew Heynes six months ago; he was fired. It sounds like he was caught out doing a job for another employer when he was meant to be on holiday.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“Nine months ago, in the summer, he took three weeks off to go on a ‘family holiday’ with you and the kids.”

			“Which didn’t happen. We’ve never gone on that sort of trip.”

			“He actually flew to Switzerland on some sort of a job. He was being paid by Valentin Meyer—that’s his old boss, yes? Lives in Singapore?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well—I believe this job involved money laundering. Philanthropic funds, probably—although who knows. For some reason, though, the Heynes Foundation got wind of it. I’m afraid that’s why Robin lost his job, Carrie. It turns out he was doing these little jobs for Meyer the whole time he was working for Andrew Heynes. The foundation fired him immediately when they found out.”

			“I see,” I say.

			“Do you remember any long trips?” Mum prompts.

			I remember many. The first one being when I was pregnant with the twins; Robin had gone away when I was at my sickest. He always told me he was traveling abroad for the foundation and I never had reason to doubt him.

			I relay this to Mum. I look down at my boots on the grass, monochrome under the night sky, flecked with silver dew. Johan stands patiently next to me while I concentrate on the only thing I feel any agency over, in this moment, which is my breath. Slow and steady. In and out. I feel his eyes on me.

			“I can go a lot deeper with this if you want,” Mum says. “But you’d need to be ready. Your father’s just died and you’re in shock. Do you think this is the right time?”

			“No, I don’t. You’re right—I just needed to start with that. Just to know we aren’t barking up the wrong tree.”

			“You’re not, I’m afraid.”

			“Mum, thank you. Let’s pick this back up in a few days. I just need to…”

			“Process your emotions,” Mum says briskly, which almost makes me laugh. Mum has never processed an emotion in her life.

			Johan moves away from me, trying to conceal a cough, but Mum hears him anyway. “Who’s that?”

			“It’s…it’s Johan, actually. He flew back to England with me. To help.”

			“Oh! Well, you’re in very good hands. I’m glad he’s there with you.”

			I smile faintly, thinking about how hard Mum tried to stop me going to Stockholm in case I bumped into him.

			“And, look,” she says. “I’m sorry. I should have made the connection. I should have found out who Robin was; I should have done some background checks when you met him…you were just so happy. And Robin seemed so straightforward. So pleasant.” She pauses. “I mean, not my cup of tea, if I’m honest, but—”

			“Mum,” I interrupt. “You couldn’t possibly have known about Robin. No matter what CIA-style activities you carry out when you’re trying to bring down the powerful and corrupt, you had no reason whatsoever to do that with Robin. And even if you had, you’d never have managed to connect him to Johan.”

			“I very much could,” she retorts. “Anyway. I want to leave my bathroom and watch over your children.”

			And with that, she rings off.

			“OK?” Johan asks. The letters release warm steam into the air.

			“Yes. Actually, no.” My eyes fill with tears. My babies. My poor babies. Our family unit is their world.

			“I think I need to drive back to London. I need to be with my children, I can’t…”

			“We’re both far too tired to do that drive again,” he says gently. “It would be dangerous.”

			“Well then, I’ll pay for a taxi. I don’t care about the money. I have to be with them. It’s been more than a week since I saw them, I…I actually have to.”

			He reaches for my hand. Even now, the feeling of his skin on mine burns through everything else. “OK. Let’s go in and find you a taxi. But, Carrie—I know you’re in shock. And that you’re trying to process more in one day than any one person should have to process in a lifetime. There’s one more thing I need to tell you, though.”

			“Can it wait? I don’t…I just don’t think I have any space left.”

			“You do, for this.” He lets go of my hand and turns to face me. I give in and look straight at him.

			“Carrie, it was your mum who I have to thank for my royal pardon.”

			I stare.

			“There were many people involved—and I mean, many—but it was your mum and her circle in Thailand who kept working on it until the right people were listening. They put pressure on the right people. And those people put pressure on the justice department and other government ministers. And then the pressure ended up at Valentin Meyer’s door. Some kind of deal was made, at a very high level. But the end result was that they provided evidence that I was deliberately misled and I was stripped of all responsibility. I’ll never know what Meyer received in return, but it worked, and here I am. I don’t think your mum was ever planning to tell you that, but I think you need to know.”

			I exhale slowly. After a while I look up at the stars again. A slow mesh of translucent cloud slides silently over the space above us, blocking all but the brightest stars.

			“Are you serious?” I ask, but I know the answer already. I know my mother; I know that she has never given up on anything. I was foolish to assume she’d given up on Johan and me back in Thailand. She’d just needed time.

			“I’m deadly serious,” Johan says, and I allow myself to look back at him again. His eyes. “I imagine it was guilt that drove her, just as it did when I got out of prison and asked if I could contact you. But, very quietly and determinedly, over many years, she’s been trying to put it right.”

			“Mum,” I whisper.

			Johan nods. Then he says, “But I see it. I see how many people have lied to you, kept things from you, made decisions about what you should and shouldn’t know. And it kills me that I’m one of them.”

			“Dad never lied to me,” I say after a pause. “But yes. It’s a poor record. And the stuff of nightmares for someone with control issues.”

			He smiles.

			I look away. The smile is almost too much. “I’d actually really improved. That’s the sad thing. Living here—me, Robin, the kids—I’ve felt very stable, the past few years. It’s been wonderful.”

			“But you weren’t yourself. You were being kept.”

			I sigh. “I know.”

			The owl hoots again, although I’ve never thought hoot to be the right word. Their calls are melodic, beautiful: soft flares from dark corners.

			Johan’s looking at me. We stare at each other for so long, I lose track of time. Then he reaches out and touches me. A single stroke down the side of my neck, from my jawbone, like that very first time he touched my skin.

			“I’m sorry,” he says softly. “For all of it.”

			Now, like then, my entire body responds. For a moment I allow my head to fall sideways, my cheek in his hand. Things move deep within me. I close my eyes, as if to wish away everything but this.

			After a few moments, I shift away. “Johan, I can’t.”

			“I know.”

			“It’s not that I don’t want to.”

			“I know, Carrie. I get it. I’ll be gone in the morning.”

			I sigh. “Does Freja know where you are?”

			“Yes. I couldn’t lie. I think this is the final straw.”

			“I’m sorry. That’s not what I’d want.”

			“I’m sorry, too,” he says. “But she said she can’t be with a man who’s still in love with someone else. And she’s right. She’s worth more than that.”

			We look straight at each other again. The stars sigh in their blackness; to them we are nothing, this moment is nothing. For me, though, it is both an opening and a closing. Because I do love this man, who has traveled more than a thousand miles to be with me—I always did. I can’t remember how I trained myself to believe otherwise. But I only want to be free now. No man, no bind: just me and my children and the healing we will need to do. I can’t allow anyone else into that. Not one person. Even him.

			After a few seconds, understanding this without me needing to say a word, Johan turns away. He’ll be gone in the morning, and I must find a way to get to Maeve and Raffy.

			We walk back to my house and I hand him the hire-car keys so he can drive back to the airport tomorrow. I direct him to the spare bed and I thank him for his great kindness in traveling all this way to support me. We hold each other, briefly, then I make myself walk away.

			

			—

			It’s close to 4 a.m. now and my call is ignored by eight taxi companies before I give up. I tried, I whisper to my children’s empty beds. I’ll be with you in the morning.

			I’m so tired I feel nauseous. My hands shake; my vision sways and fuzzes at the edges.

			Our bed is empty except for one of Robin’s earplugs and Maeve’s purple koala. I take off my clothes and climb in, cuddling the koala while listening to the wind in the thatch, but sleep doesn’t come.

			I don’t know how long it is before I put my dressing gown on and walk down the landing to the spare room where Johan is lying on the bed, still fully clothed, staring at the ceiling. I don’t know how long I stand there in the doorway, looking at his face in the moonlight. All I know is that time passes while we stare at each other, enough time for a conversation with no words to take place.

			He gets up, comes to stand right in front of me. My back is to the doorframe and he moves in, closer, almost touching me. His breath is warm on my face in this cold, still room, but he stops there and waits, inches from me. Inches from the thing neither of us has ever managed to quite let go of. He, too, is desperate, but he understands that the first step must come from me.

			I know that this cannot happen. I also know that it must. I can’t say goodbye to this man without knowing, one final time, what we feel like together. But here? In my house?

			He watches me, one hand braced against the doorframe above me as if to stop him moving any closer. I open my mouth, although I’m not sure I trust myself to speak. But now, as always, he knows.

			“Not here,” he says.

			I nod gratefully and my body hums into life. It knows what’s coming. I duck under his arm and leave the room, hand outstretched behind me. He takes it. I almost run down the stairs, through the kitchen, out of the door. I have a vague notion that we will go up the track to the field but before we’ve even crossed the garden he pulls me around. “Carrie.”

			And then we’re together. He kisses me hard, almost frantically, and I press myself into him, running my hands up his back. Then as now, I have never known anything like this feeling. My dressing gown has come open and his hands are on me, all over my body. It’s a sensation my conscious mind had slowly forgotten, but my body has not.

			After a minute or two, I pull away, gasping. I’m unmoored, burning. But can I do this? Really?

			It is my right is what comes back. I feel the energy of that truth flow into my bones. It is my right to say goodbye in this way. To have the wedding night I never had. I have permission to do whatever I want in this moment, this night of reckonings. And this—him, us—this is what I want. This is what I have always wanted.

			I drag him over to the stone barn and we kiss harder, my back against the pitted granite wall. The edges of the night are fading to gray scale. There is a bird testing out its first few notes somewhere nearby; next to the barn the ancient hedgerow is swarming with silent life as morning readies for its first breath. I pull him harder against me, then I back him up so I can take off his jeans.

			Johan pulls off my dressing gown and I have a sudden thought that our Roof guests are meters away, fast asleep in the Pig Shed, but I can’t stop now. It has to be here; it has to be now. Without a word he lifts me onto the stone stile that joins the hedge to the side of the barn, a freezing slab of granite behind which the fields drop down to the lower reaches of the open moor.

			The cold of the stone is an unrecorded detail because I’m pushing him into me already, my legs splayed out into the beginnings of the day, and I’m aware only of the agonizing, exquisite pause before he starts moving. I have only ever known this feeling with him.

			Only him.
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				Thirty-eight.

				Eighteen months later: 
Stockholm, September 2024

			
			Stockholm in autumn is a carnival for the senses. A shortening, a falling, a blazing, a stillness; sharp mornings and clear skies; a slow procession into the unknown. I exit Karolinska Hospital in yet another dazzling sunset, deeply grateful to have found another space on earth that feels right, no matter how far or how different it is from my cherished home in Devon.

			I call my sister. “I’m just leaving now,” I say when she picks up. “How are they?”

			“Appalling,” Maya shouts, over Maeve’s yells about something to do with skipping ropes.

			Maya, somewhat improbably, is my children’s part-time nanny. I am a single mother training to be a surgeon once again, and the only way I can make it work is to have help. A few days after Dad’s funeral, I drove her to Heathrow to fly back to Colorado. Six hours later she had reappeared in my kitchen with her suitcase. She sat down at my table and burst into tears.

			“I have no money and nowhere to live and you are my one and only plan,” she said, half laughing, half crying. “Can I stay for a while?”

			I hadn’t been wrong; she was not happy in her beautiful Colorado life. Their setup had suited Eagle far better than it suited her. In the years since they’d stopped trying for a baby, Eagle had leaned into his alternative community, but Maya had not. She had become lonely, then depressed.

			“Biscuit is my only real friend out there,” she said, laughing again, as tears drew gentle mascara stains down her cheeks. “Everyone we know is lovely but they’re just…they’re just not my people, Carrie. They are so far from being my people. In fact, I’m not even sure why I’m calling them lovely. I find them weird and culty and fucking annoying and I can’t go back there.”

			I asked if she’d called Eagle to talk this through. “No,” she admitted, because no matter how many years she’d spent as a therapist, she was still Maya. “I will, of course. But he won’t put up any sort of a fight and I want to be mentally ready for that.”

			She hugged her knees. “I thought the slow lane was a way for me to feel safe, but it’s just…it’s too fucking slow. I can’t take another day of it!” For a moment she looked happy to have said this. Then she realized she might never see Biscuit again and she started sobbing. Through the sobs she told me she’d had to give up booze for good. “I’m sorry I lied about that, too! I’m a loathsome fuckup.”

			Days later I was given a six-month reorientation and update training placement at Derriford Hospital in Plymouth, with the promise of a further six months’ specialist updating if all went well. Maya offered to be my part-time nanny for the next twelve months. It was an obvious yes.

			She started building an online therapy business at the same time, joined the local yoga studio, went on a bunch of internet dates before deciding never to try that again, and had regular FaceTimes with Biscuit. From the very beginning of her employment she ignored the vast majority of my instructions, and our household was all the better for it.

			Nine months into my update training placement, they told me I’d more than adequately demonstrated my clinical competence. Once the year was over, I could move straight into a CT2 job: the level I was working at when I met Johan. Three weeks after that, Yanika called. We’d stayed in touch over the past year and she had, unbeknown to me, managed to persuade the Royal College and my deanery to fund a yearlong exchange program. A Swedish trainee from her hospital was to come to the UK for a year while a British trainee spent a year under her mentorship in Stockholm. “It’s yours if you want it,” she said.

			There was never any question as to whether or not I wanted it. Any general surgeon would want this training, at this hospital, with this woman as their boss. But it came with many drawbacks: language barriers, Robin’s visits with the kids, schools, childcare, and—above all—uprooting the children, little more than a year after their father had moved out of the family home.

			I was also very anxious about risking bumping into Johan again so soon after I’d begun to find my feet on my own. But Maya had solutions to all of these problems, including the offer of her ongoing services as a nanny. She had loved this city when she’d come to stay last year, and it made no difference to her therapy business if she was in a cottage in rural England or an inner-city apartment in Sweden.

			The kids, who are now nearly eight, agreed readily to a year-long adventure in Sweden. I started over with Swedish lessons while the two of them and Maya learned together online.

			“And Johan is only a problem if you allow him to be,” she reminded me. “Of course you won’t bump into him.” So I said yes, and here we are, and of course I haven’t bumped into him.

			As with my last job, this contract has been a thrilling reminder of the power of yes in a life that had become polluted with no. It’s reminded me once again of how I’ve missed surgery, Yanika, even on-call shifts. Above all, how much I have missed myself. It had been too long since I’d last woken up to the certainty that I could handle whatever was thrown my way.

			“Put them on video,” I say, once the skipping-rope problem has been resolved.

			“I might not,” Maya says, which makes my children cackle with laughter.

			“Auntie Maya’s being naughty!” Maeve yells. “We went to the sweet shop and I’ve got a blue tongue! AND she’s letting us play in the pond in the park AND she’s taking us out for a dirty takeaway!”

			I hear a corroborating splash and start laughing. “You’re fired,” I tell my sister, but she’s shouting at Raffy to leave the ducks alone.

			“He mustn’t get too cold…” I begin, once I have Maya’s attention again, but she tells me to hush. “It’s out of your hands, Doctor Carrie,” she says, and she’s right. I’m going out for the evening for the first time since we moved here; Maya is in charge now. If she decides to feed them blue sweets and let them wade in a cold pond in their school uniforms, I am in no position to argue. And whatever the “dirty takeaway” is, it’s going to make my children very happy, and that’s the only thing I really care about.

			In the past eighteen months, the children have proved to me that they are tougher than I could have imagined. It hasn’t been plain sailing since we moved over here last month, but they’ve transitioned relatively well to their international school and both have made a tentative smattering of friends, even if I find Maeve’s choices alarming.

			And with that curious adaptability that only children possess, they seem to have accepted the new normal of their life, with Daddy living in a different house—initially twenty minutes away, now several hours—with a baffling absence of anguish. I’m more grateful still that they seem not to hold either of us responsible for the breakup. The woman from Families Service says this is “epically fantastic” and that we are to keep up the hard work no matter what.

			The “hard work” she’s referring to is our agreement to abstain from slinging mud at each other with our children. And it has been very hard, much of the time. Mum uncovered things about Robin that I wouldn’t have wanted to find out about a distant acquaintance, let alone my children’s father; my only survival strategy, at times, has been the oft-repeated mantra Robin is a decent person who was hired by bad people to do good things. But there have been times when I have deeply hated him, when the best I could do was just close my mouth and not say a word when the kids came back after a weekend at his place.

			It has been worth it, though. They are surviving. Some might say thriving.

			The only certainty that has emerged about Robin is that I cannot believe a word he says. Part of the reason I felt able to say yes to this job in Sweden is that he decided to take a freelance contract in Singapore for nine months for a philanthropic foundation. Mum has done a lot of digging and she assures me that the foundation isn’t linked to Valentin Meyer, but that it has used charitable donations to clear up dirty reputations in the past. In spite of everything, he still cannot be trusted not to follow the money.

			The “inheritance money” Robin cashed in so that I could become a stay-at-home mother, for example. His parents had died, but he’d used his real inheritance to buy his flat in London many years before we met. The “inheritance money” he gifted me was in fact the money he’d built up through these side hustles for Valentin Meyer. My precious time looking after our children and healing myself was funded by a billionaire criminal who’d paid my husband to sanitize his reputation through charitable giving. That this man’s money partly paid for our house is one of many facts of my life that I have to work very hard at accepting.

			I have learned, also, that Robin went out of his way to obstruct my mother from having a relationship with our children or even me, hiding or throwing away gifts she sent and whisking us all away to our favorite hotel in Cornwall on more than one occasion when Mum had proposed a visit. “Why should we give up our plans to see a woman who only bothers to make the journey once a year?” he used to say.

			I think he feared Mum one day finding him out, if she got too close. Best to keep her at arm’s length by exploiting my already battle-weary relationship with her. Dad, who offered no obvious threat, was instead the target of Robin’s charm.

			What I have to remind myself of, daily, is that Robin remains a good father to Raffy and Maeve. He video calls them every other day at teatime, he looks after them very well when they’re with him, and he pays me child maintenance on the first of the month without quibble. Before moving to Singapore, he came to their medical appointments, whether I asked him to or not, and he took them on a camping holiday this summer, which they described—without any care for my poor heart—as the BEST HOLIDAY EVER. He’s prebooked four trips to Sweden from Singapore to make sure he sees enough of them while he’s working abroad. Who am I to destroy their belief in their daddy?

			It brings me no pleasure whatsoever that I hold silent power over the man, that he knows I could make things very bad for him, very quickly. I don’t want that kind of power over my children’s father. But when the resentment becomes too much to bear it can be quite enjoyable to send him a little reminder of who I am and what I know. A carefully placed Instagram like on a post about his wonderful charitable endeavors, a knowing wink under a picture of him and a bunch of rich people at the polo. They’re small weapons, really, but they’re better than nothing.

			“Have fun at the disco, Mummy,” Raffy calls from somewhere in a slimy autumnal pond. “Don’t forget we want pancakes for breakfast!”

			

			—

			I get into my little Swedish car and start driving. The city feels alive and vital as twilight thickens. Diners steam the softly lit windows of small restaurants; trees drop blazing leaves onto pavements full of Friday-evening drinkers. I drive slowly, enjoying the home I’ve chosen for the next eleven months. This city fills my heart with joy.

			But the truth is: many areas of my life are filling my heart with joy these days. In spite of my divorce, my fear of what Robin could drag us into next, the fact that I won’t become a consultant surgeon until I’m about eighty, I feel competent once again. Purposeful and resourced. Even on bad days, I feel like I have something to build back up to, something to regain. I had been without this recourse for years without even knowing it. And for me this isn’t even about returning to work. I think I’d be feeling this sense of agency, of jurisdiction, even if I’d continued to be a stay-at-home mum.

			Between us, Robin and I kept me small for many years. With gratitude I allowed him to “look after” me, to care for me, to supply all I needed so I never had to stray too far. And I do believe he did that in part because he loved me—I have to believe that—and I also accept that the shrinking of self is a natural reaction to trauma. But I also know that Robin, consciously or otherwise, was keeping me helpless, a woman who no longer thought to ask the kind of questions that could expose him.

			Tonight I am not going to a disco, contrary to my children’s belief. But I am doing something that feels new: exercising my power of choice.

			I am driving south, to a small cabin by the sea, to talk to a man I reached out to, on my terms, in my time.

			The air rolling through the car window is soft and clean, the sky a darkening mauve, and I am happy.

			This time I don’t get lost. I know what I’m looking for and where to find it. I am homing.
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			Thirty-nine.

			He’s sitting by the barbecue when I arrive. The sky is the deepest indigo now, the sea black. He’s got a blanket wrapped around his shoulders, the same blanket that used to cover his bed in Whitechapel all those years ago. He’s playing music quietly on a small speaker. Something ambient but upbeat—I never knew how to describe the sort of music he listened to, but I always liked it. There’s a pot of salt on the table, a beer, matches, oil.

			It takes him a while to notice me, but when he does, he smiles. A lighthouse in the darkening.

			For a while neither of us moves. I stand at the corner of his house, the sea moving silently past, the reeds blowing gently.

			“Hello,” he says eventually.

			That voice.

			“Hello,” I say.

			I walk across the deck toward his table. Whatever he’s barbecuing smells good.

			Johan’s feet, poking out of faded jeans, look tanned under the light of the lanterns rigged up around the table. So, too, does his face. I think he’s probably been out here all summer.

			He pulls the blanket back up his shoulders. “Carrie Cole,” he says. “Do you want to come and sit down?” He doesn’t know why I’m here. When I contacted him last week I just said I was in town on business again and wanted to talk.

			I sit on the bench, a couple of feet away from him. He turns back to the barbecue and flips over the meat. He has some onions loosely wrapped in foil on there, too, some corn. Beside him there is a lovely-looking salad in the glow of his lantern. He has always seemed so different to me, Johan Kullberg, but I do sometimes wonder if we’re perhaps more similar than I originally thought. Even though he’s never approached his endeavors with the angst or pathological perfectionism that drove me, he’s not a man of half measures. I saw his architectural designs when I looked him up the other week; they’re special. Even if the pride and care he’s put into them weren’t obvious, he has numerous testimonials now, people writing effusively about his attention to detail and tireless pursuit of beauty and function.

			He shifts the meat and turns back to me, and as he does I catch the smell of his skin for a moment. Earth, sun, timber. He is pure heaven.

			“How’ve you been?” he asks, when I fail to say anything. “How is life?”

			“Good. Bad, too. But definitely more good than bad.” I do up my coat; I’m not quite close enough to the barbecue to absorb heat. “I’ve actually taken a job at Karolinska, under Yanika. A proper job. For a year. By necessity it’s quite junior, but she’s giving me all sorts of training that I’d never get if I did this year in the UK.”

			He stops what he’s doing. “You’re living here? In Stockholm?”

			“Yes.”

			“What? Congratulations! I…wow. You always loved Yanika Hatziz. A little too much, in my opinion, but that’s another matter. I’m glad you’re together again.”

			I laugh. That is not unreasonable.

			I shift slightly to be closer to the barbecue. Not too near, but close enough for me to be able to feel him. Sure enough, my body switches on.

			“Dare I ask how things have been? With Robin?”

			“If you ask the kids, it’s been OK. If you ask me, or Mum, it’s been a car crash. He’s been taking on all sorts of jobs for years. Being paid eye-watering sums to help clean up reputations. It’s amazing what a donation of a few million dollars can do for a corrupt-as-fuck multibillionaire. But Robin, it seems, is the go-to guy for that. He’s charming, he’s clean, he’s also very good at persuading charities to accept gigantic amounts of image-control cash.”

			“Christ.” Johan picks up his beer and takes a long drink. “Do you want one?”

			“Oh, yes please. Just one, though. I’m not staying.”

			I redden in the darkness. Of course I’m not bloody staying.

			Johan goes and gets a beer from a wooden cool box by the table. As usual, he looks strong, fit, and irrepressibly well. I remember when I first met him, how unusual it felt to be in the presence of such a superbly healthy body, how drawn I was not just to those beautiful eyes but to the robust physicality of him, the outrageous health of the man.

			He hands me a beer and we both take a drink. “Cheers,” I say, just as he says “Skål.”

			He turns, then, and looks at me properly. “Would you like to do anymore small talk?” he asks. Those eyes are full of laughter, but I sense that he, too, is slightly uncertain. Maybe even nervous.

			“Yes?” I say. “Or maybe no.”

			Johan laughs.

			I take a breath. “I came here to…I came here to clear something up.”

			He nods encouragingly, waits for me to go on, but my speech has suddenly abandoned me.

			After a while Johan turns back to the barbecue, transferring the meat to two plates. He adds potato, corn, onion, salad, then covers both plates with a tea towel and puts them to one side.

			“Oh, please don’t let me stop you eating,” I say. “I’m—”

			“Carrie. I couldn’t eat a thing right now.”

			He rubs a hand over his face, and I can’t tell if he’s about to laugh or cry.

			“You’ve just turned up here after eighteen months of total silence. And you’re telling me you’re living in Stockholm, and that you need to clear something up.” He laughs, but it’s a nervous sound. “I mean, do you want to eat now?”

			“No. And sorry. But, you know me.”

			After a moment, he smiles. “I do. This is peak Carrie Cole.”

			I smile, too.

			I wrap my arms around myself. I’m struggling to keep warm, even now I’m closer to the coals. Seeing this, Johan gets up again and lifts the grill off the barbecue. He puts two logs on, making a fire. He sits next to me and turns in my direction.

			“I’m listening,” he says.

			“OK.” Another breath. “The thing I needed to clear up was this. I’ve been back at work for more than a year. I’m knee-deep in a very tricky divorce with a pathological liar determined to prove that he’s the ultimate Nice Guy. I have a brilliant yet totally unreliable mother who suddenly wants to be in my life. I have a very unpredictable forty-year-old au pair called Maya. I’m trying to hold my children through several huge life changes and I am working long hours in a foreign language. I am very busy. But I’m also happy again. I’m doing what I’m meant to be doing. Not just in my work, in everything.”

			“Well done, Carrie Cole,” he says. “Although—Maya? What?!”

			I smile. “I know. But—another time.”

			Johan says he’s looking forward to that update.

			“So, yes, I’ve had a lot going on. Which is why I’ve had to work so especially hard not to think about being in the same city as you, breathing the same air, watching the same trees turn.”

			He looks up at me.

			“I’ve been trying to concentrate just on my children, my job, my sister, my poor grasp of the Swedish language.”

			He starts to say something but I put up a hand to silence him.

			“But the problem is, you’re just there. All of the time.”

			Johan is perfectly still.

			“What I’m trying to say is that I’ve had to accept that I love you, Johan. Just…so much. Still. I can’t help it. It’s been fourteen years and I still don’t know anyone whose company I crave more than yours.”

			I pause. “I have to be honest, that does often include my children.”

			Johan doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t say anything. He folds his arms across his chest, no longer looking at me, and I realize that, for all I’ve told myself about doing this in my time, at my speed, this ship may still have sailed.

			I know he’s no longer with Freja. His work biography has been updated to say he lives in a cabin by the sea—no mention of anyone else—but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t started seeing someone. Or even sworn off all relationships, like I did eighteen months ago.

			“So, that’s it. I’m a very poor prospect right now with two kids and a messy divorce, a still-tricky mother, no plans to live here beyond the end of my contract in September next year, and no clever suggestions for long-term relationship strategy. But I’m here, with a very open heart, and…that’s it, actually. I am here and my heart is open. To you. I just needed to do it my way. In my time.”

			After a while, Johan turns to look at me again.

			We stare at each other for a long time. Our faces, bodies, hands, are so close, but he’s not moving. He’s looking at me in that way he always looked at me, but something’s stopping him.

			“I dreamed of this,” he says.

			I swallow. His use of past tense hangs between us.

			“Freja left me, of course. And I was very low for a while. I missed her. I missed Matteo so much; she wouldn’t let me see him for several months—she was too hurt. But she was right to be hurt. You were always there. Even before you came back into my life.”

			“And now?”

			“And now I’m…I’m thinking, Carrie! I wasn’t expecting this. I thought you were going to want to talk about Robin, or Thailand, or…I don’t know. This is a shock.”

			“Of course.”

			We look out into the solid black of the Baltic Sea. Johan leans forward and blows into the fire. Brave new flames creep upward, slender offerings to the deep purple bowl of sky.

			I’m keenly aware that this may be a terrible misfire, that we may not be able to find our way back to each other. That I will drive back to the city with little more than his sympathy and well wishes. But if that happens, I believe I can handle it now.

			Johan offers me the blanket. I tell him I’m OK and he laughs at me, because this is patently nonsense, but he doesn’t force the issue.

			“So many things to say,” he says, after another long silence.

			“Feel free to say them.”

			He gives me a look.

			“OK. Feel free to say one of them.” I give in and take part of the blanket to cover my legs.

			Johan takes a breath. “For starters, Carrie, there are many things about me that have changed. Things your doctor side may not love.”

			“I’m a very modern sort of doctor.”

			“I meditate every day, for starters,” he replies.

			“Oh, so do I.”

			“Really?”

			“I…well, it’s an ambition of mine. A very real one.”

			“I also practice Reiki, and I use crystals for—”

			“OK, stop there.”

			He’s laughing now.

			I try to backtrack. “Although, of course, if you feel some benefit then it doesn’t matter if there’s an evidence base or not.”

			Johan glances at me, smiling, before looking back out to sea. “I also wonder if when you prepared your speech, you—”

			“I didn’t prepare it!”

			“Carrie.”

			“I’m serious!”

			“There’s no accompanying PowerPoint?”

			“There’s not even bullet points in my phone.”

			After another long silence, Johan says, “Anyway, look. What I wanted to know was, were you assuming I’d be single, when you decided to come down here? That I’d still be waiting for you?”

			“No,” I say. “Not at all. I’ve come down because this was the first time it felt right for me to contact you. But I come with no expectations, Johan. If you’ve met someone else while I’ve been doing my own healing, that’s how it’s meant to be.”

			He nods slowly. I cannot read him at all now, which may well be a bad sign.

			The sea continues to move. The reeds sway. I think about the journey home, the grieving I will have to do all over again, but I trust I will heal much more quickly this time.

			Neither of us moves, neither of us speaks. Five, ten, twenty minutes pass as we sit here under the blanket, and I begin to feel drowsy. Clouds roll in over an uncertain half-moon but the sea remains calm, visible in slowly swaying pools of light under the light bulbs Johan must have strung along the jetty since moving here.

			Eventually, with cold hands, I remove the blanket from my knees and pat gently around my pockets for my keys.

			“I haven’t been on a single date,” Johan says, just as I stand up.

			I sit back down and look at him. The rest of the world has been turned down like a dial. We could be anywhere.

			“Nothing. No one.” He smiles for a moment. “It’s still just you, Carrie. Only you.”

			His finger traces along my hand under the blanket and warmth expands up my arm. I feel the steadiness of his pulse through his thumb.

			“I am a bad catch right now,” I repeat. I can’t quite look at him. “But I’d do anything to make this work. I’d move mountains.”

			“Carrie Cole,” he says gently. He runs that same finger down the side of my neck until, finally, I look at him again. “Of course you would move mountains.”

			He smiles. I smile. There are only inches between us and my body is humming. The sea is calm, collapsing lazily against the jetty, much in the same way that it did on the beach when we danced together, newly married, all those years ago.

			A few thousand turns of the earth. Grief, loss, birth, pain; nothing and everything has changed.

			I return home and kiss him, at last, under the same moon, by the same sea—only the story before us is different.

			His hands slide into my hair and I feel us keenly, that young married couple: drunk on love, on the starry night, on the feeling that we were the only two people on earth.

			Just us. Now, as then, that is enough for me.
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