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Prologue



There have been rumours for years that these woods are haunted. That screams and cries echo through the trees once the sun has gone down, legends of a maid murdered by a lover, of a servant man found hanging from the old oak that grows beside the stream, its roots stretching out far below the waterline. The cry that splits the air now is sharp enough to make your blood run cold. The shrill, insistent cry of a baby.


The wails, high-pitched and frantic, rise up towards the thick summer leaves of the old oak before being swallowed by the rush of water. The stream is swollen by the rain of the past few days, August storms that split the skies with thunder and lightning, fat raindrops bouncing off pavements. The stink of the river fills the air, thick with sulphide. The baby cries again, her face red, her fists pumping as rain drips from the canopy above her, splattering the mulchy leaves, her face, the blanket that covers her. No one comes.


An owl takes flight, swooping across the night sky, its white wings an elegant blur. A rat, whiskery and pointy, sniffs the ground a few feet away before stepping towards the bag the baby lies in. Sleek and fat, the rat tugs at the plastic with its razor-sharp teeth, nipping and tearing. The baby cries again, a cry of distress and panic that would cut a mother to the bone, and the rat whisks away, sloping into the hollow of the oak tree. The clear night air is chilly and damp, despite it being the tail end of summer, and the baby hitches in a breath, her chest heaving. Her chubby hands fall to her sides, rustling against the bag covering her tiny body, damp from the rotting leaves seeping through a hole in the plastic, soaking the edges of her sleepsuit. Cries turn to whimpers, faint and whispery, drifting away towards the stream before they can rise into the night sky. Whimpers turn to gasps, the gasps to silence.


And still nobody comes.





The Pregnancy






Natalie



Natalie splashes her face with cold water, pausing for a moment when she thinks she hears the sound of the doorbell, the faint chime breaking into her thoughts. Reaching for a towel, she presses it to her cheeks, swiping away the water and avoiding her pale reflection in the bathroom mirror. She still feels nauseous, and there is no mistaking the dark circles under her eyes. The ring of the doorbell comes again, followed by a frantic rapping at the door, and Natalie hangs the towel back up and hurries to the top of the stairs.


The knocking repeats, sharp and fast, and Natalie can feel the crash of her own pulse in her ears, her heart thundering in her chest. There is something urgent about it, and she wonders if it’s Pete, if he forgot his keys. She’s sure Pete is out on a site visit today, looking over the contract details of the new housing development going up on the other side of the woods, on the newer side of West Marsham village. He never usually comes home in the day when he’s out on site. Running down the stairs, trying to ignore the churning in her stomach, Natalie reaches the front door and yanks it open, breathless.


‘Eve!’


‘Hi, love.’ Eve leans over to kiss her on the cheek as she squeezes past, heading towards the kitchen. Natalie’s eyes go to the clock on the wall. It’s only 12.30 p.m. She wasn’t expecting her best friend until one o’clock. ‘I did ring the door but there was no answer, so I thought I’d better knock. I thought you must not have heard the bell.’


‘Sorry, I was in the bathroom.’ Natalie eyes the Camembert Eve is pulling out of a plastic bag and placing on the kitchen worktop, inhaling its faint musty scent. She’s not sure if she can eat that.


‘I know, I’m early.’ Eve grins. ‘My eleven o’clock client cancelled on me. We haven’t had a proper catch-up for ages.’


‘You’re not worried they cancelled?’ Natalie doesn’t know how Eve does it. She couldn’t be a bereavement counsellor, listening to other people’s heartbreak all day long.


‘People cancel all the time.’ Eve pulls out a baguette, some fancy charcuterie meats, grapes and a bottle of red wine. Natalie thinks about the quiche in the fridge that she’d been planning on serving up with a salad for their lunch. Maybe Pete can take it to work tomorrow. ‘You OK? You look a bit peaky.’


‘Just tired. Hectic week.’


‘You sit down, let me sort lunch.’ Eve bustles around the kitchen as if it is her own, sliding the cheese into the oven with the bread, and arranging the meat on a wooden board Pete bought on a whim in a fancy kitchen shop at Bluewater, as Natalie sinks onto a stool at the island.


‘I got us a bottle of that nice Chianti,’ Eve says, placing two wine glasses beside the place settings. ‘The one we drank two bottles of last time.’


Natalie pauses, her hands fluttering below the table. ‘Not for me.’


‘Emily’s picking Zadie up from school for you, though, isn’t she? We can just have one bottle, I promise it won’t turn into a late one.’ The women meet regularly for lunches that go on until dark, if Pete, Natalie’s husband, is around to watch the kids. Natalie doesn’t go out much – much less than some of the other mums from school – so lunch with Eve is her only chance to get some time to herself. Sometimes they meet in Maidstone, in one of the little cafés; other times they take it in turns to host at home, on the days when Natalie only works half a day at the HR department for a national charity. On rare occasions they head up to Stratford for lunch at Westfield, giggling on the train home with the taste of too much wine on their tongues. Usually she wouldn’t be bothered about whether it turned into a late one. Usually Natalie would have opened the wine while she waited for Eve to arrive.


‘No, honestly. Just sparkling water for me.’ Natalie slides from the stool and heads for the huge American-style fridge, pulling out a cold bottle of water.


‘Are you OK?’ Eve frowns, as she moves to the oven to check on the food.


‘I’m fine. I don’t fancy it today, that’s all.’


Eve waits until they are both sat at the island, the Camembert steaming in front of them, before she speaks.


‘What is it?’ Eve leans across the worktop, reaching for Natalie’s hand. ‘What’s going on? Is it Pete?’


‘No, it’s not Pete. Pete’s great. He’s won the contract for that big housing development on the other side of the village. You won’t believe who owns the development company.’


‘Who?’


‘Vanessa Taylor.’


Eve’s eyes widen. Like Natalie, she’s never met Vanessa but she knows exactly who she is. ‘That Vanessa Taylor? As in Pete’s ex-girlfriend, Vanessa Taylor?’


‘The one and the same.’ Natalie had had the same reaction when Pete told her, shaking his head in disbelief.


‘What a small world,’ he’d said. ‘I couldn’t believe it when her name popped up in my inbox, but I suppose it was always going to happen. I’m surprised we haven’t run into her before. After all, I don’t think she ever left West Marsham.’


Natalie had nodded and murmured her surprise, but Pete had picked up on her anxiety.


‘You’re not worried, are you? God, that was years ago, we were kids when we went out.’ He’d pulled her into a hug, resting his chin on her hair. ‘She’s probably all fat and wrinkly now, and anyway I only have eyes for you.’


Natalie had laughed, knowing she was being silly. This was Pete, after all. Faithful as a Labrador, was Pete.


‘Well, if it’s not Pete, then what is it?’ Eve asks. ‘You seem out of sorts, and it’s not just tiredness. And sparkling water? You always have a glass of red, no matter what kind of day you’re having.’


Natalie says nothing for a moment, tugging her hand away from Eve’s and sipping at her water. It has a flat, mineral taste despite the bubbles, and her stomach rolls again.


‘Natalie? Come on. I’ve known you for sixteen years, I know when something’s up. I’ve lived through baby vaccination worries and mortgage trouble with you.’ Eve pauses, a smile tugging at her lips. ‘I was even there when that woman in the threading place over-plucked your eyebrows so badly we thought it was 1997 again.’


At this, Natalie would usually have roared with laughter (despite the fact that the eyebrow thing was a very painful memory) but when she raises her eyes to Eve’s, Natalie has to struggle not to blink, afraid that if she does, a fat tear will slide its way down her cheek. ‘I’m pregnant.’


‘Pregnant?’ Eve presses her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide. ‘Oh, Nat, this is wonderful news. How far along are you?’


‘Nine weeks.’ The memory of cold porcelain against her cheek this morning as she threw up her morning cup of tea rises in Natalie’s mind and she has to swallow hard.


‘Will you be OK to eat the cheese? I think it’s all right if it’s piping hot.’ Eve frowns. ‘What did Pete say when you told him? Did you do the whole Instagram-worthy baby sleepsuit layout thing? Or did you dress Zadie in an “I’m the big sister” T-shirt? Do people actually do that?’ Eve takes a mouthful of wine as Natalie doesn’t reply. ‘Wait. What did Pete say? This is good news, isn’t it?’


Natalie lifts her shoulders in a tiny shrug, reaching for the napkin Eve has set out. She wishes it was paper, so she could shred it and make use of the nervous energy that ricochets around her body, but it’s cloth, so she settles for folding and refolding it. ‘I haven’t told him yet.’


‘What? Why not?’ Eve gently removes the napkin and takes hold of Natalie’s hands again. ‘You guys are rock-solid – sicken­ingly so, in my opinion. And you already have two beautiful kids … a third one would be the icing on the cake.’


‘It’s not that simple,’ Natalie says. ‘Zadie is eight years old – she’s going to secondary school in a couple of years. Emily is about to leave for university. I don’t know if this is the right time.’


‘The right time? I remember you saying that when you got pregnant with Zadie. And I’m pretty sure you probably said it about Emily as well.’


Natalie winces a little. She vividly remembers the day she locked herself in the bathroom of the tiny flat she shared with two others, her heart thumping as two pink lines showed themselves in startling clarity, signalling the arrival of Emily. She’d been in her final year at university, as had Pete, both of them just a few months out from final exams. Pete had been thrilled, Natalie’s parents not so. In fact, they were so not thrilled that Natalie has barely spoken to them since, and Emily has only met them once. Zadie, not at all. Not that Natalie is devastated by this. Growing up with an overbearing father and a mother who could only get through life by self-medicating, lurching from one imagined crisis to another, means that Natalie had almost felt relieved when they cut her off. Relieved that she wouldn’t have to protect Emily from the same shit she experienced growing up.


It had been slightly easier with Zadie. Natalie and Eve had been good friends – best friends – for almost eight years by then. Eve’s parents had died when she was in her twenties, so she understood that untethered feeling Natalie had whenever she thought about her mother, and neither of them had any siblings. When Natalie had told Eve she was pregnant with Zadie, Eve had filled the gap left by Natalie’s mother, offering moral support, the connection between them moving from friendship to sisterly, if not quite maternal.


‘Eve, I’m forty next month. The girls are growing up. It’s been eight years since I’ve had to go through antenatal appointments, dirty nappies and sleepless nights. I’m not sure I’d be able to cope.’


‘That part doesn’t last forever, though, does it?’ Eve gives Natalie a gentle smile, as she dunks a piece of bread into the cheese. ‘Look at Zadie now – proper little comic, isn’t she? She has us in stitches. And Emily. You must be so proud of her, going off to the next stage in her life. The world is her oyster.’


‘Exactly. How are they going to react to having a new baby in the house? Having to share my and Pete’s attention? What if Emily thinks I’m replacing her?’ Natalie sighs, pushing her plate away. There is something too big in her gut that crushes her appetite, and it’s nothing to do with the tiny bundle of cells in her belly. ‘I’m just not sure, Eve. I don’t know if I can go through it all again.’


Eve tops up her wine glass, even though Natalie had barely noticed her empty it the first time. ‘You can’t be thinking of …’


Natalie blinks, her eyes stinging. ‘I don’t know, Eve. I don’t know what to do. Part of me loves the idea of a little baby. But the other part of me … I like where I am now. I like our life. To go back to the beginning would be … I don’t know. Part of me thinks it would be …’ Natalie swallows, the words sharp and angular in her throat. ‘It would be easier to just … terminate.’


‘Natalie, there’s nothing easy about a termination.’


‘I’m not saying that literally,’ Natalie replies quickly. ‘I’m just saying … having a baby is a massive adjustment. I have to make sure it’s the right decision. And millions of women have terminations every day—’


‘That doesn’t mean it’s the easy way out.’ Eve’s tone is sharp. Her eyes glitter, and Natalie realises she looks as though she might cry. ‘There’s a huge knock-on effect emotionally for women who have had a termination. It’s not as simple as getting rid of it and never thinking about it again.’


‘Eve? I didn’t mean it like that.’ The atmosphere has changed between them in a way Natalie can’t put her finger on. ‘And I never meant to upset you, I’m just … I don’t know, I’m all over the place.’ Eve sniffs, as a tear slides down one cheek. ‘Oh, Eve, please don’t cry.’


‘I’m sorry. I know this is a difficult time for you, and I …’ Eve hiccups as a sob escapes her throat.


‘What is it?’ Natalie asks gently, pulling Eve’s hands into her. ‘You can tell me.’


‘OK.’ Eve draws in a shaky breath, and nods. ‘OK. Sorry, this is so difficult.’ She pauses, almost visibly pulling herself together. ‘You know I can’t have children.’ She says it bluntly but Natalie knows the words cut her. ‘I never told you why.’ There is a pause where Natalie feels her breath stick in her throat, and then Eve continues, her voice hoarse, as if she has to force the words out. ‘Oh God, I haven’t spoken about this for years. I had an abortion.’


‘Oh, Eve.’


‘It was ages ago, back in the nineties. I was seventeen. I wasn’t with the father – he was just a drunken fling, and even if I was, it wasn’t the right time for me. I was at college, working part-time in Zara, out partying every night. I would have made a crap mother. But it didn’t go to plan, and I got an infection and it left me sterile.’ Eve gulps a huge mouthful of wine, blinking. ‘It wasn’t a decision I made lightly, but at the same time I always thought there’d be another baby.’


‘You were in a different situation,’ Natalie says. ‘You didn’t really have any other option.’


‘Well, I did,’ Eve says bitterly. ‘I could have had the baby. I probably would have been married by now, had more babies. But once you tell a man you can’t give him children it kind of knocks you off the marriage pedestal. It was the worst mistake I’ve ever made, and now it’s too late – I don’t think I’ll ever get married. I’m forty-five, for God’s sake.’


Natalie never knew any of this. She has known Eve since she went back to work when Emily was almost two. She was assigned the desk beside Eve’s – before Eve realised that HR for a charity wasn’t her dream job, and she retrained as a counsellor. Although Eve has had boyfriends who have come and gone over the years, Natalie always thought it was her choice. That Eve was the one who made the decision to let them go. She always thought Eve loved her boozy, travel-filled, single lifestyle.


‘I’m sorry.’ Eve swipes at her eyes with her napkin. ‘I’m not saying I’ve had a terrible life or anything, because I haven’t. But what I am saying …’ She leans in, holding Natalie’s gaze. ‘What I am saying is that I have regretted what I did every day. Every day I think about that baby and wonder what it would have been like. What would they be doing? What relationship would we have? I look at you and Emily and I always wonder.’


‘I’m so sorry, Eve. I had no idea.’ Natalie feels as if a weight has been placed on her shoulders. Not a burden as such, but the weight of guilt for all the times she asked Eve to have the kids, not knowing Eve was pining for her own lost child all this time.


Eve sniffs, pats her cheeks briskly and smiles, albeit shakily. ‘Enough. Enough about that. I am thrilled for you, and I just want you to make sure you are absolutely sure about any decision you do make. You know I’ll support you whatever you decide.’


‘I know.’ Natalie reaches out and squeezes Eve’s hand. ‘Sorry to lay this on you at lunch.’


‘Don’t be daft, it’s what friends are for. Listen, have you seen a doctor yet?’


Natalie nods. ‘Two weeks ago, after I did the test.’ The doctor – in his late sixties and at the surgery since the dawn of time, it seemed – had congratulated her in a hurried way, without offering any other options.


‘Wow. You’ve known for two weeks?’


The smell of the bread hits Natalie’s senses and she wants to groan aloud. Her nausea has died down, and now she’s starving. She piles salted butter onto a chunk of warm bread and takes a huge bite, chewing frantically before she speaks.


‘I wanted to get my head round it all before I told Pete. I’m going to have to tell him soon, I have a dating scan in two weeks.’


‘You don’t have to tell Pete yet, not if you’re not ready.’


‘Eve—’


‘I’ll go with you.’ Eve raises her eyebrows. ‘If you don’t want to tell Pete yet, I’ll go to the dating scan with you. Then you’ve got a bit more time to decide what you think you want to do, and the best way to break the news to him.’


‘You would do that?’


‘Of course.’ Eve raises her glass in a toast, waiting for Natalie to clink her water glass against it. ‘What are friends for?’


Later, Zadie is in bed after a bath and a story, and Emily is out with Jake, her boyfriend. Pete texts Natalie to say he’ll be home late, and she resists the urge to collapse on the sofa. Eve’s reaction to the news of her pregnancy has shocked Natalie, and she can’t shake the look on Eve’s face as she told her how much she regretted getting rid of her baby. Despite the exhaustion tugging at her bones, Natalie heads upstairs to the landing and stands beneath the loft hatch. Listening to make sure Zadie is asleep, once she is satisfied all is silent, Natalie slowly unhooks the latch, climbing the steps into the wide, draughty space. Turning on the light, she shuffles her way over the dusty boards to the boxes pressed against the wall. Pulling one towards her, she flicks the lid open, running a finger over the contents inside. An old scan photo, dated 2005. Emily’s scan. The first time she and Pete saw this miracle baby they’d accidentally created. With a smile, Natalie tucks it back into the box before dipping in and pulling out something else. Tiny, pink knitted bootees. Pete’s mum had sent them over from Australia when she heard Emily was going to be a girl. Natalie had wept over the parcel, after her own mother had stopped taking her calls. A hospital band. So tiny it only just loops around Natalie’s thumb. Zadie Esther Maxwell. DOB 3/10/2014. Zadie’s hospital bracelet. She had been tiny, barely six pounds. They’d named her Esther for Pete’s mum. Natalie presses a hand to her stomach, breathing in the musty attic air. She’s not sure how she feels about anything any more. Tucking the tiny baby bootees into the pocket of her jogging bottoms, she descends back to the landing. Tomorrow, she thinks. I’ll tell Pete tomorrow.









Pete



Pete is running late even though he left site early, and even though he promised Natalie he would be on time to meet her for dinner. He had wanted to go to that fancy new Italian restaurant on the other side of town, but she wanted to go to their usual place, despite the fact they’ve eaten everything on the menu and she and Eve lunch there all the time. Natalie gets her way tonight, which is no surprise to Pete, even though the old place is further away from work for him.


Nevertheless, Pete is feeling chipper. Natalie called and asked him to dinner, saying she’s got something to tell him, and he’s got a feeling in his bones that it might be about that promotion she was talking about. If she gets it, it means they’ll have enough money to cover Emily’s rent at uni for the first year without dipping into their savings. He’s got something to tell her, too, and as he gets out of the car, he taps his jacket pocket, checking the envelope is still there.


‘Sorry I’m late.’ Natalie twists away slightly, offering up a cheek as Pete arrives at the table, reaching down to kiss her. ‘I got held up.’


‘Of course you did.’ Natalie rolls her eyes, but her tone is good-natured, which Pete takes as a sign that she’s probably got good news for him. She smiles as he sits down opposite her, but her face is pale and tired, and Pete feels a tiny flicker of concern. He knows he’s been working long hours on the new contract, but finally it’s starting to pay off. Natalie has been working and taking care of the kids on her own, and he knows she’s already struggling with the idea of Emily going away to university after her A levels, because he came home late one evening about a month ago and she was asleep, clutching a tiny pair of Emily’s baby bootees. ‘I ordered for you,’ she says. ‘I’m starving.’


‘Well, I’m here now, and I’ve got something for you.’ Pete pulls out the slim envelope. He can’t wait to see her face when she opens it. ‘This is the reason I was late.’


Natalie takes it with a curious smile, pulling the slim cardboard wallet from the envelope. ‘Pete …’ Her eyes widen and her hand goes to her mouth, and Pete feels a thrill run through him. He knew she’d be pleased.


‘Four tickets to Oz,’ he grins. He’s waited years for this, ever since his parents decided to emigrate when he left for university, back to New South Wales where his mum grew up. Pete had grown up in West Marsham hearing stories of barbecues on the beach, surfing the best waves and blisteringly hot summer days, but when his parents had made the announcement, he’d just got into his dream university. He’d made the difficult decision to stay while his parents and younger brother packed up and moved their lives halfway across the world. ‘I went to the travel agent and booked it straight from work. I know I could have booked it online, but there’s something a bit more special about going into the shop and booking with a real person, isn’t there?’


‘When are these for?’ Natalie raises her eyes to his, before she looks back down at the tickets.


‘Christmas. Well, the seventeenth of December, actually. I thought we could do three weeks. We can stay with Mum and Dad, spend some time with the rest of the family. The girls can finally meet their cousins. They’ll have to miss the first week back at school, but Emily will only have revision at sixth form, and I can get away for that long – the site will be closed until the beginning of January at the earliest. The girls are going to love it. It’s just a small town, but Mum and Dad are only a ten-minute walk from the beach, there’s a nature reserve nearby, and if we want to go to the city, Newcastle is only 20 kilometres away. And there’s this, too …’ On a roll now, Pete pulls out another envelope from his jacket pocket. This is the one he’s really excited about.


‘What is this?’


‘It’s a plot of land.’ Pete unfolds the page he’s printed from the internet, and smooths it out so Natalie can read it. ‘It’s about ten minutes from my parents – further inland, but still close to the sea.’ Pete’s parents live in the same town his mother grew up in, two streets back from the ocean in Fern Bay, New South Wales. Pete has always felt that a part of him belongs in Australia, despite only visiting once when he was a child. He had spent most of that holiday in the ocean with his cousins, or poking around looking for insects that may or may not be deadly, the heat scorching his scalp as his mother shouted at him to wear a hat. He’s never felt heat like it since – a dusty, dry warmth that filtered deep down into his lungs. ‘There’s an old house on there at the moment, but Dad looked into it and there’s permission to knock it down and rebuild.’ Pete can hardly contain his excitement. ‘Just think, Nat, we could finally do it. We could finally live the dream. I could build the house, and we could move out there once the girls are grown up. If we’re sensible we could keep our house, and build this one and split our time between here and Australia, like we always talked about.’


‘Like you always talked about,’ Natalie says quietly, the smile long gone from her face. The waiter places their food in front of them – spaghetti aglio e olio for Natalie, a spicy pepperoni pizza for Pete – but Pete has lost his appetite.


‘I thought that’s what you wanted, too?’ Pete feels a flicker of something bigger than annoyance, but not quite anger. ‘Let’s go out there and see Mum and Dad for Christmas – you know Mum hasn’t been right since she had that fall in February. We can look at the plot and you can see how you feel. We don’t have to make a decision right now.’ Although Pete knows his dad will look at it for them and put in an offer on their behalf if he asks him to.


‘I can’t go to Australia, Pete.’ Natalie shoves the paperwork back at him.


‘What? Don’t be daft. I’ll speak to your boss if you want, explain the situation. You can take unpaid leave if you don’t have enough holiday. We can afford it.’


‘No, Pete. I’m telling you I can’t go to Australia. Not in December.’ Natalie takes a deep breath, her face turning crimson as she tries not to cry. ‘I’m … I’m pregnant. Fourteen weeks.’


Pete feels as though Natalie has punched him in the gut. ‘What? Are you joking?’


Natalie shakes her head. ‘No, I’m not joking. Why would I joke about something like that?’


‘Well …’ Pete blusters, not sure what to say or how to say it. ‘This is … unexpected. But it’s not the end of the world, right?’ Natalie looks up at him and opens her mouth, but Pete carries on before she can speak. ‘I mean, we’re not going to keep it, are we? We can’t.’


‘What do you mean we can’t?’ Natalie hisses across the table at him.


‘It’s not …’ Pete doesn’t know how to articulate what he wants to say. He wants to say, this isn’t what we want. ‘I mean, we’re just getting ourselves on our feet. You’re going for that promotion at work.’ Natalie snorts. ‘The business is doing well, and I’ve just won this huge contract which means we can finally afford to go and visit my parents. We can finally afford to look at doing what we always dreamt of. The girls are getting bigger. We’re so close to …’ He trails off. We’re so close to getting our lives back, is what he wants to say.


‘Bloody hell, Pete, I can’t believe you’re saying this.’ Natalie chokes the words out, her voice full of muted fury.


‘What am I supposed to say? You’re pregnant – fourteen weeks.’ Pete feels his own blood start to rise. ‘When did you find out?’


‘A couple of weeks ago.’ Natalie won’t look at him as she stirs her fork through her rapidly cooling spaghetti.


‘A couple of weeks? Sorry if I’m shocked, Nat, but you’ve had a couple of weeks to get used to it. Wait. So you only did a test at twelve weeks? Didn’t you … I don’t know, feel different or anything before?’ Now he thinks about it, she has been going to bed early, and she has looked a bit peaky in the mornings.


‘I thought it was just a bug.’ Natalie shifts in her chair. ‘I thought that’s why I was so tired. Listen, Pete, I’ve been thinking about it.’


‘Clearly.’


Natalie glares at him, and Pete gets the impression that if looks could kill, he would have been vaporised. ‘I can’t …’ She leans in, lowering her voice as the waiter hovers nearby. ‘I can’t do it, Pete. I can’t get an abortion.’


‘Don’t you think we should talk about it? Think it through?’


‘Don’t you think I have been? All I’ve done is think about it!’ Natalie’s voice breaks on the last word and her eyes fill. Pete reaches for her hand – an automatic response, despite the way he feels right now – and she lets him link his fingers through hers. ‘It’s all I’ve thought about since I did the test. Worrying about the girls and how it’s going to affect them. Worrying about you, and what it’s going to do to us. But I just don’t think I could live with myself if I … you know. Got rid of it.’ Her hand goes to her belly in an unconscious movement.


‘How much time do we have before we need to make a final decision?’


Natalie slides her hand away, her features hardening. ‘I don’t think you understand, Pete. I’ve made the final decision. It’s my body, and I’m telling you I can’t do it. I can’t get rid of this baby. In fact, I can’t believe you could just throw away a life we’ve made together so easily.’


‘Hey, come on. That’s not fair.’ Pete shakes his head. She always does this. Finds a way to make him feel like absolute shit every time his opinion is different from hers. ‘It’s not that – it’s going to be a massive upheaval in our lives. Of course I’d rather this hadn’t happened, but if you’ve decided you want to keep it, then I don’t really have much choice, do I?’


‘No, you don’t.’ Natalie scrapes her chair back and Pete scoops the tickets and paperwork for the plot of land off the table, throwing a few banknotes down to cover the uneaten meal.


They walk back to Pete’s car (God, if he’d known, he would have swung by the house and picked her up instead of telling her to get a cab) and ride home in silence. Pete is relieved to see the downstairs lights are off when they arrive back at the house, meaning Zadie is in bed and Emily will be holed up in her room, noise-cancelling headphones drowning out the sound of their arrival. He doesn’t want to see the girls tonight, knowing their world is about to be turned upside down.


In the kitchen Natalie makes herself a cup of tea, and as she moves past him towards the stairs he reaches out and grasps her by the arm, pulling her towards him. She resists for a moment, but softens as he puts his arms around her, resting his chin on her hair.


‘I love you, you know that?’ he says, feeling her nod against his chest. ‘It’s just a surprise, that’s all. You knocked me off my feet, again.’


Natalie lets out a little burst of laughter. They’d met crossing the square at university; Natalie had been carrying a stack of books higher than she could see over, and she had literally knocked him flying. Pete has spent twenty years telling people she swept him off his feet.


‘It’s going to be tough, but we’ll make it work. We did it before, didn’t we?’


Natalie lifts her face and Pete kisses her mouth, tasting chamomile on her breath. ‘I love you, Pete.’


‘It’ll all be OK. Go on, get up to bed. Get some rest.’ He swats her on the bum as she turns to leave, waiting until he hears the bedroom door close and the soft creak of the bed as she climbs in before he pulls the envelope from his pocket. Gutted. That’s how he feels. As though Natalie has reached inside him and scooped out all the hopes and dreams he’s held close for years, leaving a gaping hole. It’s not just about the house, though – it’s his parents, too. They came over when Zadie was born, and he’s not seen them in person since. They FaceTime every week, and his mum is always sending him silly emails and text messages, but it’s not the same. Even though they live on separate continents, Pete is still close to his parents, and the thought of them being ten minutes down the road instead of eleven time zones away made him feel lighter somehow. He knows Natalie will never understand that, given her relationship – or lack of – with her own parents.


Sliding the paper with the plot details from the envelope, Pete makes a mental note to go into the travel agents’ tomorrow and see if he can get a refund on the tickets, before he tears the plot information slowly and deliberately into confetti-sized pieces. He stares out of the kitchen window, out into the thick darkness of the woods beyond the back gate. Tonight was meant to be a celebration, he thinks, watching the trees sway in the wind. He was meant to be having a glass of champagne with Natalie, celebrating their freedom, making plans for their future, for a new life in Australia, and instead … Instead, they’re going back to the beginning. Outside, an owl hoots, sending a shiver down Pete’s spine. I’m going to be a father again. And as much as he hates to admit it, the thought makes him nauseous.





Natalie



‘I can’t believe you! You’re being so unreasonable.’ Emily’s face is a thunderous storm cloud as she glares at her mother.


Natalie is in the kitchen, scrubbing burnt-on baked beans from the bottom of a pan Emily used for lunch. This isn’t the first row she’s had with Emily since she and Pete sat the girls down to tell them she was pregnant, and she’s sure it won’t be the last. ‘Emily, please. I hardly think being forty-one weeks pregnant is unreasonable,’ she says mildly. She’s actually nearly two weeks overdue, and feeling every single second of it. She’d spent Christmas like a puffed-up balloon, instead of serenely nursing a newborn and watching Pete cook the turkey dinner.


‘You don’t understand how important it is – you didn’t come to the last one either. This is the open day for literally the only uni I want to get into. Jake said he’ll take me, seeing as you can’t, and I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal out of it.’ Emily slouches against the kitchen worktop.


Because he’s only had his licence for three months, Natalie wants to say, among other reasons, as she forces herself to take a deep breath. ‘There’s another open day there next month. I thought that’s the one you were going to, anyway, not this one.’ The baby should have been six weeks old by that point, but now Natalie’s starting to believe she’ll still be pregnant when the next open day rolls around.


‘For f— God’s sake, Mum,’ Emily huffs. ‘Jake is happy to take me, and he’s even found a B and B so we don’t have to drive to Durham and back in one day.’


‘Oh hell, no.’ Natalie throws the scouring pad into the sink and turns to face Emily, her belly twinging. ‘You actually think I’m going to let you stay out overnight with Jake?’


‘We’ve been going out for almost a year.’


‘And you’re still only seventeen. Jake is twenty. I know exactly why a twenty-year-old man would want you to stay out overnight. Sorry, Emily, it’s not happening.’


‘I knew it,’ Emily hisses. ‘I knew you hated him because he’s older. That’s why you never want him to come over. That’s why you keep saying no when I ask if I can go out.’


‘No, Emily, that’s not it at all,’ Natalie says through gritted teeth, as if she doesn’t know that even when Emily doesn’t go out, she sneaks Jake in through her bedroom window. Her belly tightens again and she presses her hand to her forehead, feeling weirdly hot. ‘I don’t want you out all hours because you’re supposed to be revising for your mocks. There’ll be no point in going to any open days at all, if you’re not studying for your exams.’


Emily gives her a spiteful glare, full of teenage vitriol as Natalie turns to place the saucepan on the draining board. As she twists, there is an odd popping sensation in her belly, and then water trickles down her legs.


‘Oh.’ Natalie looks down, and then at the remaining pile of lunch dishes waiting to go in the dishwasher. Relief is the first emotion she feels, even knowing the pain ahead of her. Relief that this long nine months of heartburn, insomnia, sickness and exhaustion is finally over. ‘Oh. Oh.’ A familiar cramp grips her belly and she groans, pressing her hands to her huge stomach.


‘Mum?’ Emily drops her furious expression and steps towards her, her eyes wide. ‘Mum? Are you OK? Is it happening?’


Natalie closes her eyes and nods, trying to smile. ‘I think my waters have just broken. Can you pass me my phone?’ Pete has been called out to site, to sort out some problem with the drainage even though it’s two days after Christmas and the site is meant to be shut. She dials Pete’s number, listening as it rings four times and then cuts to voicemail.


‘For fuck’s sake.’ Another cramp comes in a wave and Natalie winces, her breath coming out long and slow.


‘Mummy? Mum?’ Zadie appears beside Emily in the kitchen doorway, and Natalie feels a bead of sweat form at her temple as she smiles through gritted teeth.


‘It’s OK, darling. Mummy’s fine. The baby’s going to be born, that’s all.’ She pulls in a breath. ‘Emily, try your dad again, would you?’


Emily dials Pete again, casting frantic glances in Natalie’s direction as her mother grips the kitchen worktop until her knuckles turn white. ‘Voicemail again. What shall I do?’


‘Leave. A. Message.’ Natalie huffs, before snatching the phone from Emily’s hand. ‘Pete? Get home now. My waters just broke, I need to go to the hospital.’


Zadie’s eyes fill with tears and Natalie bends awkwardly, scooping her in for a hug. ‘Why don’t you go and— Ooof.’ Her belly tightens. ‘Go and watch some telly with Em? It’s meant to snow tonight, so maybe you two can go out in the garden later and Em might make you hot chocolate?’ Zadie nods, and Natalie gives Emily a grateful smile as she leads her sister into the sitting room, their argument forgotten for now.


Twenty minutes later, Natalie is pacing the hallway, her overnight bag at her feet, as the contractions come five minutes apart. She can’t help the groans that emerge every time the pain takes a stranglehold on her stomach, and every groan makes Zadie cry just a little bit louder, the sound whittling under Natalie’s skin and scraping her nerve endings. Finally, Pete flies through the front door, bringing icy December air with him.


‘Where the hell have you been?’ Natalie growls at him as he fumbles with her bag, dropping the car keys as he tries to take her arm.


‘I got cut off as I tried to answer your call,’ he pants. ‘The signal over there is terrible, but I jumped in the car as soon as I got your voicemail. Shush, Zadie darling, it’s OK.’ Pete reaches out and pats Zadie on the head, before guiding Natalie to the car. ‘And then the traffic was horrendous – every man, woman and child is out at the sales … I know we have to go through town to get to the hospital, but I just thought to hell with it, we’ll use the bus lanes, we’ve got a good excuse—’


‘Pete?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Shut the fuck up.’


Natalie lies back against the hospital pillow, sweaty and exhausted. She’s lost track of how long she’s been here – whether it’s day or night, even. Pete sits in the plastic chair beside the bed, his phone in his hands. He kept stroking her hair off her forehead and squeezing her hand, until she told him to stop. She knows he wants to help, but every time he did it she wanted to punch him in the face. It wasn’t like this last time, she’s sure of it. Both the girls were quick, natural births – with Zadie she hadn’t even had any gas and air – and she had joked with Pete that finally she had found a sport she was good at. Worry flits across her mind. Are the girls OK? How long have they been on their own for? She had called Eve and asked her to come and sit with the girls once they made it to the hospital. Now she wonders if she should check with Pete, make sure Eve is still there, but before she can speak another contraction squeezes her belly. She’s too exhausted to do anything more than whimper.


Pete’s phone blares to life, his ringtone cutting through the pain, and she sees his face illuminated by the screen as he holds it up apologetically.


‘Sorry, babe, I really need to take this. That bloody drainage.’ Pete drops a kiss on her forehead. ‘I’ll be back in a tick, OK?’


Natalie doesn’t even have the energy to be furious. Another contraction comes, and she sucks deeply on the gas and air, even though it makes her dizzy and her throat feel thick, barely realising when the midwife comes in and gently lifts the blanket covering her lower half.


‘I need to push,’ Natalie says, the feeling coming almost as a relief. She squeezes her eyes closed, pushing hard, as the midwife encourages her to breathe, keep breathing, Natalie, come on.


Exhausted, Natalie bears down as hard as she can, only slumping back against the pillow as the contraction fades. I want Pete, she thinks. She tugs at the sleeve of the midwife’s uniform. ‘Pete isn’t here. I need to wait for Pete, he’s going to miss it all.’ But then there is another contraction and she has to push again, screwing up her face and trying her hardest even though she’s tired, so, so tired.


‘Nat, I’m here.’ Pete’s face appears in the corner of her vision, flustered and breathless. ‘I’m here. Oh, God, this is actually happening.’ But Natalie is too worn out to do anything other than close her eyes as the midwife braces for another contraction. When it comes, Natalie just doesn’t have the energy for it.


Moments later, the room feels crowded and Natalie feels the first inklings of panic through a haze of exhaustion. There are three midwives and a consultant all gathered around the monitor, murmuring to one another before the consultant – a man with grey hair swished stiffly back from his forehead – smiles down at Natalie.


‘Natalie, I’m Mr Goodfellow. I’ve had a look at Baby, and things aren’t progressing as quickly as I’d like. Baby seems to be getting a little bit distressed in there, and I think we need to get him out as soon as possible.’


Her. It’s a girl, Natalie wants to say, even though she never asked at the scan. She knows, though; she knows this baby is another girl.


‘With the next contraction, I’m going to need you to push as hard as you can for me. I’m going to make a small incision, and then we’ll get this baby out in a jiffy.’ Mr Goodfellow pats her hand. ‘Nurse, get the forceps ready, please.’


The nurses begin bustling around Natalie, doing things she doesn’t fully understand, and then there is the next wave of pain and Natalie grits her teeth and pushes as hard as she can.


‘Oh my God, Nat,’ Pete breathes, ‘she’s here. You did it. God, you’re amazing.’ He leans down and kisses her sweaty forehead.


I did it, Natalie thinks. We did it. We have another baby. Erin, if she really is a girl, Arlo, if he’s a boy. It has taken Natalie and Pete ages to decide on names, and when Eve suggested Erin, which had been her grandmother’s name, Natalie had loved it immediately. So had Pete, luckily, although Natalie has never told him the name was Eve’s suggestion. Natalie feels hot tears slide out and into her hair, waiting for the wail that will split the air and announce the baby’s arrival. But there is nothing. No cry, no shriek. Natalie looks up at Pete, who is pressing his hand to his mouth as the nurses hurry the baby away, towards the resus station.


‘Pete? What is it? Why isn’t she crying?’ Panic is back, licking at Natalie’s still-swollen belly.


‘Mrs Maxwell, congratulations, you have a beautiful baby girl.’ One of the nurses appears by the bed and Natalie drags her gaze to meet her eyes.


‘Why isn’t she crying? What’s going on?’


‘Baby just needs a little bit of help, that’s all. The doctor is with her now, and as soon as we can we’ll get her over to you.’


Time seems to stretch out like toffee, seconds turning into minutes, minutes turning into hours. Pete is still clutching Natalie’s hand, and she is vaguely aware that he is squeezing it too hard, crushing the tiny bones of her fingers. Finally, finally, a cry rents the air, high-pitched and utterly furious. At first Natalie isn’t sure if she’s imagined it, and then it comes again, just as angry, and then the nurse is there, placing the baby – fists clenched and eyes screwed shut – onto Natalie’s chest. She’s saying something about skin to skin, but Natalie isn’t listening; all she can hear is that beautiful, ear-splitting wail.


‘She’s OK,’ Pete breathes in her ear, reaching out a finger as the baby quiets, wrapping her tiny fingers around his. ‘You scared us there for a moment, little one.’


‘Erin,’ Natalie says, suddenly feeling light-headed. ‘Welcome to the world, Erin.’


‘Nat?’ Pete’s face is alarmingly close to hers, but Natalie can’t speak as black spots dapple her vision and she feels awfully sick and faint. ‘Natalie? Are you OK?’


‘Mrs Maxwell?’ Mr Goodfellow, the consultant, is back and she doesn’t know why he’s here; the baby is born. Shouldn’t he be looking after another mother now? ‘Natalie, you’re bleeding very heavily, and we can’t stop it. Natalie. Natalie, you’re haemorrhaging. We need to get you down to theatre now. We need to perform a hysterectomy in order to stop the bleeding.’


Natalie nods, vaguely aware that the baby is no longer lying on her chest but too woozy to do anything about it. She doesn’t care what happens, what they do to her. She just wants to see her baby. As they rush her bed along the corridor, bright lights flashing overhead, Pete runs alongside, his face twisted with worry. He reaches out and squeezes her hand, and this time she lets him.


The room is dark and Natalie is tucked away in her hospital bed, the curtains blocking out the rest of the exhausted mums on the ward. Pete left a couple of hours ago, heading back to the house to break the news to the girls about their new baby sister. He’d fussed over Natalie as they wheeled her from the recovery room to the ward, explaining that she’d lost so much blood, he’d thought she would die. Telling her how she’d gone so pale it was as though she’d failed to exist, a ghost of a woman. That they’d taken everything away inside her, it was the only way to save her, but she’d barely registered what he was saying. Now, it’s 3 a.m., the witching hour, and Erin begins to stir in her cot beside the bed, a murmur that quickly becomes a full-on wail. Natalie pushes back the blankets, before pressing the buzzer for the nurse. The anaesthetic has worn off and her belly is a raging inferno of pain. Erin cries louder, her tiny face red and furious.


‘I’m coming. It’s OK,’ Natalie puffs, just as a nurse whips her head through the gap in the curtains.


‘Baby’s hungry, mum!’ The nurse says. ‘I’ll pass her to you, you’re not going to be able to lift her yourself.’


Natalie pushes her way up the pillows into a sitting position. Oh, God, the pain. She isn’t expecting it – after the girls she’d ached, of course, and she’d been ridiculously out of breath, but this is like no pain she’s ever felt before.


‘Here you go.’ The nurse places the baby in Natalie’s arms, and Natalie sinks back onto the bed, allowing the nurse to get her into a comfortable position. ‘Let me know if you need a bit of pain relief.’


Erin feeds for what feels like hours, and when she’s finished Natalie buzzes for the nurse to put Erin back in her cot, feeling oddly disconnected as she watches the nurse do a quick nappy change before laying Erin down. The pain relief the nurse bought hasn’t done much, but as Natalie lies down she feels a wave of exhaustion. Both Emily and Zadie had slept well their first night in the hospital, and Natalie craves sleep like a drug, even if it is just for a couple of hours. Her eyes droop closed, and just as she is on the edge of dozing off – a blissfully dark oblivion laid out before her – there is a muted cry. Natalie squeezes her eyes closed, but it comes again, before ramping up into another angry wail.


‘OK. It’s OK,’ Natalie says again, once more pushing herself back up the pillows and pressing the buzzer for the nurse. She wants to weep at the pain as Erin screams, aware that all the other babies in the ward are sleeping soundly. Why is she crying? She fed less than an hour ago; she’s clean and dry. The sound seems to ricochet off the curtains as Natalie feels more and more out of her depth, a swimmer grasping for the bottom of the pond with her feet. This wasn’t how it was before, with Emily and Zadie. Neither of them cried like this. What’s wrong with my baby? Natalie looks down into the cot at Erin’s angry little face, at the red cheeks and gaping mouth, the dark curls plastered into sweaty little horns at her temples. She is utterly furious, this new child of Natalie’s. Furious with the world. Furious with her.









Pete



Shit. Shit. Pete squints at his phone, hoping he’s read the screen wrong. 7.41am. Shit. He scrambles out of bed, his pulse frantic in his ears as he turns on the shower and jumps in before the water even has a chance to heat up. Five days after Erin made her traumatic way into the world, Natalie is still in hospital and Pete is desperately trying to juggle visiting her with keeping the girls fed and watered.


‘Em! Zadie!’ he calls out as he hurries towards the stairs, wrapped in a towel, his neck and shoulders still splattered with water. ‘Get up! Back to school today!’


How does Nat do it? he thinks as he heads for the kitchen, unable to even contemplate packed lunches, school bags or even getting dressed until he has a shot of strong caffeine running through his veins. He pushes away the thought that actually, he should be returning to work today after the Christmas holidays with a killer tan and a strong temptation to drop his rs the way his mum does in her broad Aussie accent. Instead, he has to get the girls to school, check in with Dave, his foreman, then go into town to pick up a travel system so he’s ready to bring Natalie and Erin home when they are discharged, before heading to the hospital to see them both.


A waft of coffee on the air hits him as he pushes open the kitchen door, and he frowns for just a second before clutching his towel tighter around his waist.


‘Fucking hell!’ he yelps. ‘What are you doing here?’


Eve smiles as she pours him a mug of coffee and hands it to him. ‘I knew the girls were going back to school today and I thought you might need a hand. Good job I did pop in, Zadie needs to be at school in half an hour.’


Pete glances at the worktop, where two neatly made packed lunches sit – sandwiches, bottles of water, fruit and something that looks suspiciously like a home-made brownie. ‘And you didn’t think to knock the door?’


‘You must have been in the shower.’ Eve turns back to the work surface and begins to wipe it down with a damp cloth.


Pete feels exposed, as if he’s been caught doing something he shouldn’t. Maybe it’s down to the fact that while Pete only has a towel to cover his modesty, Eve is fully dressed, in her usual multilayered hippie outfit of a maxi-dress and cardigan despite the frigid temperatures outside, her long hair in a French plait hanging over one shoulder. Pete always says to Natalie that Eve would start a commune with her if she could only get Pete out of the way. Or at least, she would if she had any other friends to join them. ‘Well, I’m up now. See.’ He gestures to the towel. ‘So, thanks, but you can go. I need to get the girls ready. You can see we’re running a bit behind.’ He’s going to have to have a word with Natalie about Eve once she’s home. There’s something so … unnerving about the way she just let herself into the house. If there was no reply when she knocked, why didn’t she just call him?


‘Sure.’ Eve tosses the cloth into the sink and wipes her hands on a tea towel. ‘The girls’ school bags are on the table, and I made sure to sign Zadie’s homework book. You and Nat forgot.’


‘Right.’ Pete shifts, eager now for Eve to get the hell out of his house. She steps round him, almost too close for comfort, and grabs her bag.


‘Just one thing before I go,’ she says, with a slight frown. ‘You did iron Zadie’s school uniform, right?’


Even with Eve’s help (Pete couldn’t throw her out after she ended up ironing Zadie’s uniform for him – he’s not a complete dick) it’s still a struggle to get everyone out of the house on time.


‘Emily!’ Pete yells up the stairs for what feels like the thirtieth time. ‘We are leaving. Right now.’


‘OK, OK, I’m coming.’ Emily comes barrelling down the stairs, but not so fast that Pete doesn’t clock the heavy eyeliner she’s wearing.
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