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PART I

LEO & EMMA



Prologue

We walked north, separated from the main sweep of the beach by kelp beds and rippling
tidepools. The sea was a field of white crests and the few clouds in the sky moved fast, throwing
spiral shadows across the sand.

It felt good for the two of us to be here, in this liminal place where the land shelved into the
sea. This realm wasn’t ours. It belonged to the sea stars and limpets, the anemones and hermit
crabs. Nobody noticed our togetherness; nobody cared.

It rained for a while and we sat in a shack hidden in the dunes, eating sandwiches. There
were middens of dried sheep droppings in the corners and the rain drummed on the roof like
gunfire. It was the perfect sanctuary. A place just for us.

We talked easily, as weather systems tore back and forth across the beach below. In my
heart, hope grew.

We spotted the crab skeleton at the far end of the beach, soon after our picnic lunch. Medium-
sized, dead, alone on the strandline amid deposits of driftwood and dried spiral wrack. There
were razor shell fragments stuck to its abdomen, a bleached twist of trawler net hooked around a
lifeless antenna, and peculiar, signal-red spots on its body and claws.

Tired now, I sat down to examine it properly. Four distinct spines crossed its carapace. Its
claws were covered in bristles.

I looked into its unseeing eyes, trying to imagine where it might have travelled from. I’d read
that crabs rafted long-distance on all sorts of vessels – pieces of plastic, hunks of seaweed, even
the barnacled hulls of cargo ships. For all I knew this creature could have travelled from
Polynesia, surviving thousands of miles just for the chance to die on a Northumbrian beach.

I should take some photographs. My tutors would know what it was.
But as I reached into my bag for my camera, my vision took a sudden pitch. Light-

headedness dropped like marine fog and I had to stay still, hunched over, until it passed.
‘Low blood pressure,’ I said, when I was able to straighten up. ‘Had it since I was a kid.’
We turned back to the crab. I got up onto hands and knees and photographed it from every

angle.
The dizziness returned as I put my camera away, although this time it ebbed and flowed,

imitating the waves. Pain was beginning to gather in my back, accompanied by a darker, more
powerful sensation near my ribs. I knelt down again, tucking my hands in my lap, and the
dizziness billowed.

I counted to ten. Murmured words of concern, laced with fear, tumbled around above my
head. The wind changed direction.

When I finally opened my eyes, there was blood on my hand.



I looked carefully. It was unmistakably blood. Fresh, wet, across my right palm.
‘It’s fine,’ I heard myself say. ‘Nothing to worry about.’
Panic rolled in with the tide.



Chapter One

LEO

Her eyelashes are often wet when she wakes, as if she’s been swimming a sea of sad dreams.
‘It’s just some sleep-related thing,’ she’s always said. ‘I never have nightmares.’ After a
fathomless yawn she’ll wipe her eyes and slip out of bed to check Ruby is alive and breathing.
It’s a habit she’s been unable to break, even though Ruby’s three.

‘Leo!’ she’ll say, when she gets back. ‘Wake up! Kiss me!’
Moments will pass, as I slide into day from the slow-moving depths. Dawn will spread from

the east in amber shadows and we will burrow in close to each other, Emma talking almost non-
stop – although from time to time she will pause, mid-stream, to kiss me. At 6.45 we will check
Wikideaths for overnight passings, then at 7.00 she will break wind, blaming the sound on a
moped out in the road.

I can’t remember how far into our relationship it was when she started doing this: not far
enough, probably. But she would have known that I was on board, by then, that I was no more
likely to swim back to the shore than I was to grow wings and fly there.

If our daughter hasn’t climbed into our bed by that time, we climb into hers. Her room is sweet
and hot, and our early-morning conversations about Duck are among the happiest moments my
heart knows. Duck, whom she clutches tightly to herself all night, is credited with incredible
nocturnal adventures.

Normally I’ll dress Ruby while Emma ‘goes down to make breakfast’, although most days
she’ll get sidetracked by marine data collected overnight in her lab, and it’s Ruby and me who’ll
sort out the food. My wife was forty minutes late for our wedding because she’d stopped to
photograph the tidal strandlines at Restronguet Creek in her wedding dress. Nobody, except the
registrar, was surprised.

Emma’s an intertidal ecologist, which means she studies the places and creatures that are
submerged at high tide and exposed at low. The most miraculous and exciting ecosystem on
earth, she says: she’s been rockpooling since she was a young girl; it’s in her blood. Her main
research interest is crabs, but I believe most crustaceans are fair game. Right now she’s got a
bunch of little guys called Hemigrapsus takanoi in special sea-water tanks at work. I know
they’re an invasive species and that she’s looking at some specific morphology she’s been trying
to pin down for years, but that’s as much as I’m able to understand. Less than a third of the
words biologists use can be understood by the average human; getting trapped in a group of them
at a party is a nightmare.

Emma is singing to John Keats when Ruby and I arrive in the kitchen this morning, the sun



jagging across the work-tops and our cereal hardening in bowls. Her laptop, which displays a
page of mind-boggling words and squiggles, plays a track called ‘Killermuffin’. When we
rescued John Keats from the dog shelter they told us that jungle at a low volume soothed his
nerves, and so it has become the soundtrack to our lives. I’m used to it now, but it took a while.

I stand in the doorway with Ruby perched on my hip, watching my wife singing tunelessly to
the dog. In spite of a bunch of musicians in Emma’s ancestry she is incapable of singing even
‘Happy Birthday’ in tune, but this has never stopped her. It’s one of many things I love about my
wife.

She catches sight of us and dances over, still singing appallingly. ‘My favourites!’ she says,
kissing us both and extracting Ruby from my arms. She whirls off with our daughter and the
dreadful singing gets louder.

Ruby knows Mummy’s been ill; she has seen her lose her hair thanks to the special medicine
she gets at hospital, but she thinks Emma’s better now. The truth of the matter is, we don’t know.
Emma had her post-treatment PET scan yesterday and an appointment to discuss the results has
been booked for next week. We are hopeful, we are frightened. Neither of us is sleeping well.

After a brief stint dancing with her mother, Duck whirling around their heads, Ruby wriggles
off to take care of some urgent business.

‘Come back!’ Emma cries. ‘I want to cuddle you!’
‘I’m too busy,’ Ruby says, regretfully. Then: ‘Hi,’ she whispers, to the plant she’s looking

after for nursery. ‘I’m going to give you a drink.’
‘Anything?’ I ask, nodding at the computer. Emma presented a BBC wildlife series a few

years back and continues to receive messages from weird men, even though she hasn’t been on
telly since. But her series was repeated recently, and as a result the messages have increased.
Normally, we laugh at them, but last night she admitted she’s had some more disturbing ones of
late.

‘A couple more. One tame, one less so. But I’ve blocked him.’
I watch her carefully as she fills our water glasses, but she doesn’t seem bothered. I think it’s

fair to say I mind about these messages a lot more than she does. I’ve tried to get her to shut
down her public Facebook page, but she won’t. People apparently still post about wildlife
they’ve been tracking, and she’s not willing to close the resource down ‘simply because of a few
lonely men’.

I hope they are just lonely.
‘I love your piece on Kenneth Delwych,’ Emma tells me, keeping an eye on Ruby, who’s

climbing up to the sink with her watering can. My newspaper is on the table with the obituaries
page open.

I go over to John Keats and fold one of his flappy silken ears around my finger, waiting for
the but. The dog smells of biscuits and singed fur after a recent encounter with the iron.

‘But?’ I prompt.
She stops, caught out. ‘No but.’
‘Oh, Emma. Come off it.’
After a moment, she laughs. ‘Fine. I do love it, but the female priest is the real show-stopper.

Hey, Ruby, that’s enough water.’
John Keats sighs deeply as I lean over to study my articles. Kenneth Delwych, a peer famed

for the legendary orgies he hosted at his Sussex vineyard, is sharing the obituaries page with a
Bomber Command navigator and a female priest who had a heart attack during a wedding



ceremony last weekend. ‘You’re at your best when you’re completely deadpan,’ Emma says. She
puts bread in the toaster. ‘That actor last week – the Scottish one, what was his name? Ruby,
please don’t drown the thing . . .’

‘David Baillie?’
‘David Baillie. Yes. Perfection.’
I reread my Kenneth Delwych piece while Emma deals with the inevitable overflow of water

and soil from Ruby’s plant. She’s right, of course. The female priest, with her far shorter obit,
reads better.

Unfortunately, Emma’s often right. My editor, who, I suspect, is in love with my wife, often
jokes that he’d sack me and hire her if she ever decided to quit marine biology. I actually find
this quite offensive, because unless he’s secretly read her scientific articles, he has only one piece
she wrote for the Huffington Post to go on.

Emma is a research fellow at the Marine Biological Association in Plymouth, which takes up
two days of her week, then she comes back to us in London to teach estuarine conservation at
UCL. She is an excellent writer, with instincts frequently better than mine, and she really does
enjoy cruising Wikideaths, but this has more to do with her love of a good story than any interest
in stealing my job.

Ruby and John Keats go out into the garden, where the sun steals through gaps in next door’s
sycamore, spotting our tiny lawn with gold. Smells of an early city summer roll through the door:
still-glossy grass, honeysuckle, heating tarmac.

I try to rehydrate our cereal, while outside the dog runs around our pond, barking. It’s alive
with baby frogs at the moment, which he seems to find unacceptable. ‘John Keats, will you be
quiet?’ Emma asks, from the doorway. The dog takes no notice. ‘We have neighbours.’

‘JOHN!’ Ruby yells. ‘WE HAVE NEIGHBOURS!’
‘Shhh, Ruby . . .’
I find some spoons and take our breakfast out to the garden.
‘Sorry,’ Emma says, holding the door open for me. ‘Me and my unsolicited opinions on your

work. It must be annoying.’
‘It is.’ We sit at the garden table, still bobbled with dew. ‘But you’re mostly polite. The main

problem is that you’re often right.’
She smiles. ‘I think you’re a brilliant writer, Leo. I read your obits before I even open my

work emails in the morning.’
‘Hmmm.’ I keep an eye on Ruby, who’s just a bit too close to the pond.
‘I do! Your writing is one of your sexiest assets.’
‘Oh, Emma, seriously, stop it.’
Emma has a spoonful of cereal. ‘Actually, I’m not joking. You’re the best writer on that

desk. Period.’
Embarrassingly, I can’t stop myself from beaming. ‘Thank you,’ I say, eventually, because I

know she means it. ‘But you’re still annoying.’
She sighs. ‘Oh, I know.’
‘For a whole host of reasons,’ I add, and she can’t help laughing. ‘You have far too many

opinions on far too many things.’
She slips her hand across the table and squeezes my thumb, and tells me I am her favourite,

and I find myself laughing too – and that is our rhythm. That is us. We have been married seven
years; together nearly ten, and I know every part of her.



I think it was Kennedy who said we are tied to the ocean – that when we return to it, for sport or
leisure or somesuch, we are returning to the place whence we came. That’s how I feel about us.
To be near to my wife, to Emma, is to return to source.

So when I learn, in the days following this morning – this innocent, commonplace morning,
with dogs and frogs and coffee and dead priests – that I know nothing of this woman, it will
break me.



Chapter Two

EMMA
One week later

‘I’m going to be fine,’ I reiterate, into the darkness of our bedroom. I’ve lost track of time. The
hours have melted and dripped all over each other and, when Leo fails to reply, I realise he isn’t
even in bed. I must have dozed off.

I check my watch: 3.47 a.m. The day of my hospital appointment is here, at last.
I wait for the sounds of a flushing toilet and our cacophonous floorboards, but nothing

comes. Leo is almost certainly downstairs, eating something in the yellow glow of the open
fridge. An emergency ration of ham, probably: he said that if my chemo doesn’t work he’ll go
vegan to support me. I went vegan following my diagnosis four years ago, although on more than
one occasion since I’ve eaten cheddar straight from the packet in the Sainsbury’s car park in
Camden.

I get out of bed. I never enjoyed hugging in bed before Leo, but when he isn’t here, my body
misses his.

He isn’t in the loo, so I go down to the kitchen. I run my hand over the wall as I descend,
thickened and lumpy after decades of paint on paint. I sing ‘Survivor’ under my breath.

I edge past a tall pile of books. On top sits an enamel bowl of things we never use – keys for
unknown locks, paperclips, an economy pack of Vilene Wundaweb. Leo keeps moving the pile
to the centre of the hallway to make me address it, I keep moving it back. The solution is more
shelves, but I am no good at shelves.

The problem with this is that Leo is no good at shelves either, so we’re stuck in a holding
pattern.

‘Leo?’ I whisper.
Nothing. Just the near-theatrical creak of the staircase, which babysitters find so unsettling

none of them ever comes back.
I inherited this house from my grandmother. As well as being an MP and amateur violinist,

she became a medium-grade hoarder and didn’t remove anything from the house for the last ten
years of her life. Leo thinks I’m showing all the signs of having inherited her problem; my
therapist, worryingly, agrees. When we have experienced more loss than is bearable, she says,
we hold on to everything.

The house is part of a tiny Georgian terrace in a lane off the top of Heath Street, where
Hampstead Village gives way to the glorious roll of the Heath. It’s falling apart and impossibly
cramped, and the truth is that we’d probably make a small fortune if we sold it. But these four
walls are so much a part of my story, a part of my survival, I couldn’t bring myself to leave.

Last week Leo showed me details of a spacious three-bed terrace in Tufnell Park. ‘Look at



the size of those bedrooms!’ he whispered, his face ablaze with hope. ‘We’d have a spare room!
A downstairs toilet!’

I felt bad. But what can I do? Sell my one safe space for the sake of a downstairs loo?
Leo isn’t in the kitchen. He isn’t in our tiny little study, either, which is a relief. For a

moment I thought he might be in there writing an advance obituary for me, which would be
intolerable. Every newspaper in the world has a stock of pre-written celebrity obituaries: obit
editors live in fear of being caught out by a significant death. And while I’m no celebrity, I
probably would merit an obituary in his newspaper.

I keep on singing ‘Survivor’ and try the little dining room, even though neither of us ever
goes in there. It’s virtually unusable, swimming with Granny’s vaguely stacked detritus and old
violin sheet music, but I’ve promised Leo I’ll sort it once I’ve got this year’s master’s
dissertations marked.

‘Leo?’ My voice sounds exactly as it always has. It carries no trace of cancer. I imagine the
possibility of malignancy still circulating around my body like cheap wine, but it doesn’t ring
true.

Then a fear fogs in from nowhere: what if Ruby has gone missing too? I run upstairs, so fast
I stumble and land on my hands, but she’s there.

Of course she’s there. And of course, when I check, she is breathing.
I look for Leo in the airing cupboard, the trapdoor to our unsafe roof terrace. No sign.
Anxiety begins to prickle. What if one of those weird men from the internet has got fed up

with me blocking his messages and decided to punish my husband?
Ridiculous, I tell myself, but the idea’s taken hold. Leo opening the door, only to be knocked

out. Leo letting John Keats out for a late wee and being bludgeoned to death by some lonely
maniac who thinks he owns me, because he enjoys me talking to grebes on telly.

It’s not that bad, of course, but it’s been worse than I’ve let on. Some of them get angry
when I don’t reply. I block all of them, but a few have simply invented new profiles so they can
come back and shout at me a bit more. For a long time I managed to brush it off, but lately I’ve
reached my limit. I’m not frightened as such, just sick of it.

Although I do think someone was waiting for me when I left the lab in Plymouth last week.
There was a man sitting on the grassy mound that borders the driveway, which was unusual only
in that he had his back to the sea. Who goes to stare at a private driveway on a sunny afternoon,
when right behind them is a perfect view of the sparkling Plymouth Sound? I also didn’t much
like the way he pulled a baseball cap right down over his face as I walked up the drive, turning
his face away as I passed.

Probably nothing, but it bothered me.
I sit down on my bed, trying to focus. My priority in this moment is finding my missing

husband.
I check my text messages. Very occasionally, if someone of huge importance has died, Leo

has to fire up his laptop in the middle of the night. Maybe something huge has happened, like the
Queen or Prime Minister dying? Maybe he’s actually had to go into work?

There are no messages from him in my phone. Only my Google search for a man I shouldn’t
have been searching for; the last thing I did before falling asleep earlier on.

The memory of this morning’s phone call seeps through again, like flood water under a door.
I just want to talk to you, he said at the end. Meet me. Face to face.

I put the phone down when he said that.



‘Leo?’ I whisper. Nothing. ‘Leo!’ I repeat, louder this time. ‘I could still have cancer! You
can’t abandon me now!’

Then, after a pause: ‘I love you. Where are you?’
There is no answer. The man has completely disappeared.

I find him in the garden shed, eventually. About five years ago he became so furious about the
state of the house that I paid a handyman to empty the shed. We insulated it and ran an all-
weather cable outside, so Leo could work there if he wanted to. I put in a sofa and a rug and a
bookshelf, and promised I would never transfer any stuff in there ‘for sorting’. Leo fell in love
with it, then promptly forgot it existed.

Now, though, he’s sitting inside, coughing up cigarette smoke.
‘Leo.’ I stand in the doorway. ‘What are you doing?’
He looks sheepish. ‘Having an emergency fag.’ There’s a packet of cigarettes next to him,

crudely opened. Nearby, the long plastic device we use for lighting the gas stove.
The dog, who followed me out, looks at Leo, then me, as if to say, but he doesn’t even

smoke. ‘But you don’t even smoke,’ I say.
‘I know.’ He picks up the stove lighter and presses the ignition button. A blue-orange flame

illuminates his face, tired and frightened, and even though this breaks my heart, I find myself
laughing. My husband is in his shed having an emergency cigarette, lit by what amounts to a
domestic blow torch.

‘Don’t laugh at me,’ he says, laughing a little himself. ‘I’m scared.’
I stop laughing. I have thought about this often, during my illness, the possibility of dying on

a man whose entire emotional landscape has been shaped by loss. I’ve been afraid for myself, of
course, and the imagined grief for Ruby has been unbearable, but in many ways it’s Leo I worry
about most. I think most people see in my husband a quietly confident man, a man with a quick
wit and a big brain, but that’s only the top layer.

Our little family is the first place he’s truly felt he belongs.
‘Oh, Leo . . .’ I say. ‘My darling, couldn’t you have had a whiskey?’
He shakes his head. ‘I promised you I’d give up alcohol. I’m a man of my word.’
I sit next to him on his sofa, from which a small cloud of dust plumes, and hold his hand

while he admits to having taken John Keats down to the late shop for cigarettes. He also bought
some dairy-free chocolate.

‘It was disgusting,’ he says, miserably.
I loop an arm through his. His poor body is braced, as if ready for attack. ‘You don’t have to

give up alcohol yet,’ I tell him. ‘Or meat, or dairy.’ His hair has gone quite mad. There are deep
creases under his eyes, and he needs a shave, but, God, he’s beautiful.

I watch him, wishing I could somehow convey how deeply, how completely I love him. How
I want to protect him from what might happen to me.

John Keats settles at Leo’s feet, muttering.
‘I’m going to be fine,’ I say. ‘We’re going to walk into that appointment and Dr Moru is

going to give me the all-clear, and you’re going to sit there, silently accusing him of being in
love with me –’

‘Because he is.’
‘He is not. The point is, he’s going to tell me the cancer has gone, and that we can get back

on with our lives. And we’ll go and collect Ruby from nursery and take her to the swings and


