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			Prologue


			They’ve been there all night. Fingers of grey daylight are already creeping through the trees, banishing the shadows, exposing roots, leaves and the shape of Abby’s captor hunched over his phone.


			The pain has subsided for a moment and tears of terror roll down Abby’s cheeks as she realizes the full extent of the danger she’s in.


			She looks around, frantically trying to work out an escape route. In the distance she can hear the faint hum of traffic on the main road. If she could get there maybe she could flag down a car. Could she make a run for it? He’s distracted at the moment, absorbed in whatever’s on his phone. But she knows in her heart that it’s not possible. There’s no way she could run. Right now, she could no more run than fly. 


			There’s another wave of intense pain and Abby’s no longer thinking about escape. Something primal surges over her and she cries out in agony, but the sound is merely a muffled grunt through the tape over her mouth.


			‘Shut up,’ he snarls, striding over and yanking her hair. ‘Can’t you be quiet for even a minute?!’ 


			She hates this man so much. How could she ever have trusted him? She would kill him with her bare hands if she could. But, as she makes a last desperate attempt to wrench her arms free, searing pain, even worse than before, washes over her and he crouches between her legs, giving a low whistle.


			‘About time too,’ he says. ‘Your baby’s coming.’


		




		

			MARCH


			Your baby is about the size of a peanut. There are tiny depressions where the eyes will be. The jaws and teeth are beginning to form, and a sense of smell is starting to develop. You might notice your waistline thickening, but it won’t be obvious to anyone else. 


		




		

			One


			‘Does this hurt?’ The doctor presses down sharply on her belly, so sharply that Abby Brooke gasps in shock.


			‘Not really,’ she says through gritted teeth. She looks out of the window at treetops clawing the cold, grey sky. A gust of wind shakes the branches, and the new leaves shiver. She wishes she hadn’t come. There’s something very wrong with her, that’s for sure, but whatever it is, she doesn’t really want to know.


			Cancer, she thinks. But she had that biopsy done just before Christmas and it came back clear, so it can’t be cancer. Abby pulls down her top and sits up, swinging her legs round so they are dangling off the edge of the couch.


			‘Maybe it’s stress?’ she suggests. ‘This is only my first year teaching and it’s been . . . Well, some of the kids are quite challenging.’ 


			That’s an understatement. Just halfway through the school year, Abby feels exhausted and disillusioned. She’s spent the past few months trying to develop the natural authority that the other teachers seem to have, and failing miserably. It doesn’t help that she teaches Art, a subject many of the children don’t take seriously, or that she’s only twenty-four and looks even younger, so small and fresh-faced that she’s often mistaken for a student herself. 


			Rob thinks she would command more respect if she changed the way she dressed. But he doesn’t understand that the vintage clothes she wears, and the over-the-top jewellery are part of her armour against the world. With them, she’s funky, artistic Abby Brooke. Without them, she’s just a shy young girl with mousy brown hair and grey eyes. 


			‘And don’t get me started on the paperwork.’ She rolls her eyes and smiles.


			‘Hmm.’ Dr Rowe doesn’t seem interested in her teaching woes. 


			‘Are there any other symptoms?’ he asks, glancing up at Abby. ‘Apart from the nausea?’


			‘Only that I feel tired all the time.’ Lately when she gets home from work it’s all she can do to wolf down her food and drag herself up to bed for a marathon twelve-hour sleep.


			‘I’m afraid I haven’t finished yet. Could you lie back down please and lift your top up?’ He smiles apologetically at Abby. 


			Dr Rowe begins kneading and prodding again. He’s about thirty-five, with blond hair and an eager, friendly manner like a golden retriever. Right now, he seems puzzled, like a retriever that’s lost its bone. He frowns and takes out something like a stethoscope, placing it against her stomach.


			‘You can sit up now, Abigail.’ He pulls off his gloves and propels his chair over to the desk, where he taps something into the computer.


			On his desk, next to the computer, is a framed photo of him on a mountainside with his arms round a sporty-looking blonde woman and two children, a pale wisp of a girl about six years old and a boy who looks about ten. Abby recognizes the boy. He’s a few years older now than he is in the photograph but she’s fairly sure it’s Aaron, a quiet, studious boy from one of her classes. She wonders if Dr Rowe knows that she teaches his son. If he does he hasn’t mentioned it, and she’s glad. The last thing she wants to do now is to get into a conversation about school. She looks away quickly and her eyes rest on a bronze bust of a man with a curly beard and a bald head.


			‘Hippocrates.’ Dr Rowe notices her looking at it. ‘The father of Western medicine.’


			Abby nods. Her sister is a doctor, so she knows all about Hippocrates. She thinks about Ellie’s graduation, her mum, still very much alive, sitting next to her in the audience, how she squeezed Abby’s hand as Ellie walked up to the podium, how she was so proud to have a doctor in their working-class family. By the time Abby graduated ten years later her mum was unable to attend, already in the grip of the cancer that killed her. To her dismay, Abby feels tears welling up in her eyes. She blinks them away and looks at Dr Rowe to see if he’s noticed. 


			He’s giving her an oddly intense stare. He clears his throat. ‘Are you sexually active, Abigail?’ he asks.


			‘No, not lately,’ she says, taken aback by the sudden switch in topic. 


			‘And your periods? Are they regular?’


			‘Not really.’ Come to think of it, they have been erratic lately, if not non-existent, but she’s put that down to stress. 


			‘When was your last period?’


			She strains to remember. She’s been so busy lately she’s barely noticed.


			‘Maybe at the start of December sometime.’ 


			‘Well, Abigail,’ he says. ‘It looks like you’re pregnant. About two months I would say.’


			*


			Abby stares at him, astonished. ‘That’s impossible.’ She laughs nervously. ‘Unless it’s the virgin birth.’ 


			‘Oh?’ Dr Rowe raises an eyebrow.


			She flushes. ‘I mean . . . I haven’t had sex for over a year, so I can’t be, can I?’ Since breaking up with Ben she hasn’t really wanted to get involved with anyone else. She’s been on a couple of dates, had a couple of awkward snogs and fumbles, but that’s about it.


			The doctor shrugs. ‘You can take a test if you want to make certain.’


			She opens her mouth to argue, but then closes it again. What’s the point? Dr Rowe clearly thinks she’s some flighty young girl who can’t keep track of her own sex life.


			‘We’ll need a urine sample,’ he says, scribbling her name on a plastic beaker and handing it to her. ‘Give it in at reception when you’ve finished.’


			In the hallway Abby pauses, fighting off a wave of nausea. She stares down at the pattern of hexagonal tiles on the floor. The sickness comes on suddenly and she doesn’t always have time to reach the toilet. Yesterday she threw up in a plant pot at work, which is why Danny insisted on driving her to the doctor’s today.


			Well, there’s no way she’s pregnant. Dr Rowe is clearly mistaken. She knows Ellie thinks he’s great, and she should know, but Abby’s beginning to doubt he’s as good as she thinks. She hesitates outside Ellie’s door, looking at the brass plaque with the words ‘Dr Elizabeth Campbell MRCGP’ etched in it. She’s tempted to tell Ellie about Dr Rowe’s mistake. She usually shares most things with her older sister. She raises a fist to knock on the door, then lets it drop by her side. She can’t talk to Ellie about this. Anything to do with babies or pregnancy is taboo with Ellie. Anyway, she shouldn’t disturb her now. The door’s closed, so she’s probably in there with a patient. 


			Abby tosses the empty beaker into a bin and pushes open the door to the waiting room.


			*


			Danny looks uncomfortable, a thin, dark presence, squashed between an old man with a hacking cough and a mother with a snotty baby. He puts down the magazine he’s reading as Abby comes in.


			‘You look pensive, sweetie. How was it?’ he asks, giving her a searching look.


			‘I’ll tell you once we’re out of here,’ she says, tugging his arm.


			It’s a relief to get outside. A brisk wind whips through her thin coat clearing her head. Clouds scud by over the rooftops. She’s glad Danny came with her. He has a way of making her see the funny side of a situation and already the incident is transforming into an amusing anecdote in her head.


			‘You’ll never guess what the doctor said,’ she says as they turn and walk towards town.


			Nothing bad I hope?’ 


			‘Not exactly bad . . . no.’


			Danny groans in frustration. ‘Just tell me.’ 


			Abby pauses for extra drama. ‘He thinks I’m pregnant.’


			She waits for Danny to laugh, give that infectious chuckle of his, and put this ridiculous idea in its place.


			He doesn’t laugh. Instead he stops and claps his hand to his mouth. ‘I had no idea you were even seeing anyone!’


			Abby frowns. ‘That’s just the point. I’m not. I’m not pregnant. I can’t be.’


			‘Are you sure?’


			‘Of course I’m sure,’ Abby snaps. She walks on quickly, feeling annoyed. He’s supposed to be making her laugh about this.


			Danny runs to catch up. ‘Okay, I get it, you live like a nun. It’s just a strange mistake for a doctor to make, that’s all. Did you take a test?’


			‘No.’ She uses her slow, talking-to-idiots voice. ‘There would be no point. I’m not pregnant. I haven’t had sex for over a year.’


			They stop at the corner by the Red Cross shop near where Danny’s car is parked.


			‘Do you want a lift home?’ he asks.


			‘No thanks, I’d like to walk.’ 


			‘You sure you’re okay?’ he asks, his hand resting lightly on her arm.


			‘I’m fine’ she says tetchily. ‘I’m feeling much better now. It was probably nothing.’


			‘Well, I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he leans forward and kisses her on the cheek. ‘You take care.’


			‘You too.’ Abby softens. ‘And thanks for coming with me. I appreciate it.’


			‘What are friends for?’ he says. Then he turns and saunters away towards the car. She watches him for a minute, taking in his thin shoulders, his light springy step, and she feels a lurch of unease.


			‘Danny?’ she calls out.


			He turns, his hand on the car door. ‘Yes?’


			‘Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?’


			‘Course not,’ he says, grinning impishly. ‘Would I?’ 


			She makes her way through the pedestrianized town centre past the smug little tea shops, the antique shops and the gallery with its four-figure price tags, feeling the usual claustrophobia. This sleepy Gloucestershire town is just too small and too twee. You can’t so much as sneeze without everyone knowing. Can she trust Danny not to tell anyone? Danny’s a good friend, but he isn’t exactly the most discreet person in the world. 


			Anyway, it doesn’t matter. She’s not pregnant. She can’t be.


			Nevertheless, she finds herself, a few minutes later, in the chemist’s, staring at a display of pregnancy tests. She puts a couple in her basket and shoves deodorant and a bottle of conditioner on top in case she meets someone she knows. Then she heads for the checkout. 


			The cashier is overly friendly and chatty. She’s seen Abby around. Doesn’t she work at the school? Her son is in Year Seven. What does Abby think of the new head teacher? Abby answers her questions as politely as possible, all the time willing her to hurry up. Every extra minute makes it more likely a student or parent or someone she knows will walk in.


			‘The conditioner is two for the price of one,’ the cashier says. ‘Do you want to get another one?’


			‘No thanks,’ says Abby impatiently, and the woman frowns as if not getting two when it’s for the price of one is a sure sign of insanity.


			*


			A black cloud rolls over and Abby makes it home just as the rain starts pelting down. Rob’s new Vauxhall is parked in the driveway, gleaming silver in the lashing rain. Abby sighs as she makes her way up the pathway. She’d hoped to have the house to herself. Rob usually has a management meeting on Thursday after school, but it must have been cancelled today.


			She slips her key in the lock, wishing, not for the first time, that she could afford a place of her own. But it’s impossible on her salary. She reminds herself how lucky she is that Rob and Ellie have let her live with them rent free. She should be grateful, and she is. It’s just she wishes she didn’t feel so suffocated all the time. Living and working with her brother-in- law is not exactly ideal. 


			Rob is in the kitchen, chopping chicken and humming along with the radio. He’s wearing the apron Ellie had bought him last Christmas with the picture of a gladiator’s body on it, a bit of a cruel joke on Rob’s paunchy body but he doesn’t seem to care. Hector, Ellie’s dog, is watching him intently, waiting for some meat to drop. He wags his tail politely at Abby.


			‘Where the hell did you get to?’ Rob switches off the radio and waves the knife at Abby. ‘I would’ve given you a lift, but I couldn’t find you.’


			‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t think to tell you. I walked with Danny.’ Abby clutches the bag with the test kits inside behind her back.


			‘Danny, eh? . . . “Oh, Danny boy”,’ Rob starts singing, ‘“the pipes, the pipes are calling” . . .’ He puts the knife down, brushes a greasy hand through his thick brown beard and stretches out his arm like an opera singer. He sings that every time Danny’s name is mentioned. The joke’s wearing a bit thin. 


			‘You’ve been seeing a lot of that young man lately. I haven’t given my seal of approval yet.’ He grins, his brown eyes glinting with amusement.


			Abby rolls her eyes. ‘You do know he’s gay, don’t you?’ 


			Rob stares at her. ‘Really? Danny? No way! I thought you two were . . . Well, you know . . . friends with benefits.’


			‘Yeah, well, a lot of people think that but it’s not true.’ In fact, Abby has encouraged the idea. Her friendship with Danny is a useful buffer against the attention of other men. Since Ben she’s been in no rush to get into another relationship. 


			‘Gay? Really?’ Rob shakes his head again. ‘It’s always the good-looking ones, isn’t it?’ 


			The microwave pings and when Rob turns to open it Abby takes the opportunity to escape. ‘See you later,’ she calls, and she runs upstairs, locking herself in the bathroom.


			The test is simple, though it feels undignified squatting over the toilet and peeing on a small, plastic stick. Abby doesn’t have to wait long for the results. Just two minutes. While she’s waiting, she slumps against the bath, staring at the tangle of spiders’ webs and dead flies under the sink. Ellie refuses to let Rob or Abby kill spiders.


			‘They have as much right as we do to be here,’ she said a couple of months ago, during an argument with Rob.


			‘Well, not really,’ Rob said. ‘They don’t pay the mortgage, do they?’


			Abby had been unable to shake the feeling that they were really arguing about her. 


			She sighs and picks up the stick. A small but definite blue line has appeared in the control window. 


			And a plus sign in the result window.


			A positive result.


			It must be a mistake. She reads the instructions through again, trying not to panic. But she’s done everything right.


			‘Shit. Shit. Shit,’ she says, fumbling with a second test packet, and she repeats the test, warm wee splashing on her hand. After another two minutes, the results are back.


			She’s pregnant.


		




		

			Two


			It makes no sense. Abby looks down at her belly. There’s a red pattern etched on her pale skin from trousers that are too tight and a tiny puncture mark from the belly-button ring she no longer wears, but otherwise nothing. It’s as flat as ever. There’s no sign of anything stirring under the surface. 


			The test claims to be 99 per cent accurate. A one-in-a-hundred chance the first test was wrong. But for both tests to be wrong . . . What are the odds? 


			She reads the section about medical conditions and medicines that could affect the result, but there’s nothing that could conceivably apply to her. There’s no escaping it. She must be pregnant. She sits down on the toilet seat with her head in her hands, reeling with shock. This can’t be happening, she thinks. Please God, let this not be happening. How will she even begin to cope? She can barely take care of herself. The thought of having a small baby completely dependent on her is terrifying. And what will she do about her job? She can all too easily imagine the head’s reaction when she tells her she needs to take time off to have a baby so soon after starting at Elmgrove. 


			Downstairs, the front door slams. It’s Ellie arriving home, talking to Hector, murmuring something indistinct to Rob in the kitchen. Seconds later she hears her come thudding up the stairs. 


			Shit. Abby stuffs the tests back in the bag, ties it tightly and shoves it in the bin, covering it with scrunched-up toilet paper. 


			She waits for the sound of Ellie’s bedroom door closing, then creeps across the landing to her room. 


			Lying on her unmade bed, Abby stares up at the blue ceiling with its fluffy white clouds. She painted them up there herself two years ago, when Ellie and Rob were still planning to use the room as a nursery. She remembers standing on the ladder painting up high, while a heavily pregnant Ellie painted the skirting boards. Abby blinks back tears at a sudden vision of her sister, rosy and happy, a smudge of magnolia paint on her cheek, struggling to reach down over her swollen belly. 


			‘Our little miracle,’ Ellie had called it. 


			They’d been trying for years to have a baby. They’d almost given up on the idea of conceiving naturally and were considering IVF when boom, just like that, she fell pregnant.


			‘She’s going to be a black belt in karate, this one,’ Ellie said during a break in painting. 


			They were sitting together on the bare floorboards, drinking milky tea. Abby put her hand on Ellie’s belly and felt the taut skin judder as her niece tested her new limbs.


			But Ellie’s baby didn’t become a black belt in karate. She never became anything. She kicked and wriggled so much in Ellie’s womb that the umbilical cord wrapped itself around her neck and strangled her. 


			Abby sits up and wraps her arms around her knees, remembering those terrible months after Ellie lost the baby. Abby was still living in London at the time, but she came as often as she could to visit. And on her visits, she was deeply shaken by the change in her sister. For days on end Ellie just sat in bed staring into space, refusing to speak or eat. Ellie had always been so full of life and energy – always helping people, always with some cause to fight for. But when her baby died it was as if all that furious energy had been sucked inward somehow, like a star imploding. And it was awful to witness. 


			It’s a cruel irony, Abby thinks, that Ellie who wants a baby so badly, who would make such a great mother, can’t have one, and that she, Abby, who can’t even so much as keep a plant alive, is pregnant. It makes no sense.


			Unless . . . She sits up and switches on her laptop, types in ‘What is the longest pregnancy on record?’


			According to the internet, someone called Beulah Hunter gave birth in 1945, after a 375-day pregnancy. But even if the story is true, it still wouldn’t make sense. She last had sex over a year ago and, according to Dr Rowe, she is only two months pregnant. Abby trawls the internet some more, getting distracted by some grim stories about stone babies, a rare condition where the foetus dies and calcifies inside the mother. She reads, horrified and fascinated, about how, sometimes, the baby can stay in the womb for years. There’s a picture of a wrinkled Moroccan woman with a distended stomach and the stone baby she carried inside her for forty-six years.


			Abby’s stomach curdles, and she rushes to the bathroom, throwing up in the toilet bowl.


			‘Are you okay, Abs?’


			Ellie’s there, standing just outside the open door. She looks tired and anxious, her work suit creased, dark rings around her eyes and blonde hair scraped up in a messy bun. 


			Abby wipes her lips and flushes the toilet. Ellie is nine years older and has always been like a second mother to her. She normally tells Ellie everything. But this is different. She can’t tell her this. It will only stir up all that pain and grief that Abby knows still lurks dangerously near the surface.


			‘I’m fine,’ she says, standing up and offering a weary smile. ‘Just a stomach bug.’


			‘You should go see Simon. Or if you want, I could examine you.’


			‘I saw him today, actually.’ Abby washes her hands in the sink, watching the water get sucked down the plughole.


			‘You did?’ Ellie frowns. ‘What did he say?’


			‘Like I said, it’s a stomach bug.’


			‘Why don’t you take some time off work? They’d understand. I’m sure Rob could explain.’


			‘Rob could explain what?’ Rob appears at the top of the stairs. Now they are both looking at her, blocking her exit. Ellie with her anxious, blue eyes, and Rob with the superior, comical expression he reserves for his students and, with irritating frequency, Abby too.


			‘Jesus. Can’t a girl get a little privacy?’ Abby explodes in frustration. She pushes past then towards the stairs. ‘Does everyone want to come and watch me throw up? Maybe I should sell tickets?’


			‘Abby was sick again,’ says Ellie. ‘She’s overdoing it. Don’t you think she should take some time off, Rob?’


			Abby sighs angrily. ‘I’m fine. I don’t need time off, I just need some fresh air. I’m going to take Hector for a walk.’


			*


			The rain has stopped but the air is still damp, and the trees and shrubs are dripping. Abby strides along, Hector trotting along beside her, towards the old Abbey grounds.


			Hector strains at the lead as they reach the park gates. Abby lets him off and he bounds away up the path round the lake. She follows, walking rapidly, as if she can shake off Rob and Ellie, as if she can shake off the questions and doubts crowding in her head. How can she be pregnant? If not Ben, then who? And when? How the hell has she got herself into this mess? 


			Abby follows the path over the bridge to the other side of the lake and sits on a damp bench looking at the dark, wind-ruffled water. The park is empty, the sun sinking behind the church and the trees. The shadows are growing, swallowing up the park and creeping over the newly mown grass. A swan glides by silently, its eyes cold and black. Abby shivers, batting away a sudden sense of unease. Something is very wrong.


			She’s walking back past the bandstand when it hits her. And suddenly it seems so obvious. Why hasn’t she thought of it before? According to Dr Rowe, she’s about two months pregnant. Two months ago was the beginning of January. Abby reaches the park gates and calls Hector, putting him back on the lead. Of course, that’s it. It must be.


			New Year’s Eve.


		




		

			Three


			‘Danny, you know your New Year’s party? You remember how drunk I was?’


			It’s Friday afternoon, almost the end of the school week, and everyone else has buggered off to afternoon classes. Abby and Danny are the only people left in the staff room at Elmgrove Comprehensive, sitting in sagging armchairs and sipping cold coffee. They are done with classes for the day but Danny likes to stay late and get all his marking done on a Friday so that he can enjoy his weekend without having to think about work, and Abby is in no rush to get home. Gina, the head teacher, has left a box of chocolates on the table, and Abby is munching her way through them distractedly.


			Danny’s dark eyes crinkle in amusement. ‘You certainly were the life and soul of the party, flirting for England, if I remember rightly.’


			Abby cringes inwardly. ‘Was I flirting with anyone, in particular?’


			Danny raises his eyebrows. ‘Don’t you remember?’ 


			‘Not really.’ 


			She remembers arriving, feeling shy and hopelessly out of place amongst Danny’s rich university friends, and she remembers that, encouraged by Danny’s flatmate Mark, she tried boosting her confidence by downing several tequilas in quick succession. But after that, large parts of the evening are blank. She can only recall short fragments, like in a dream: sitting on the stairs; talking to a guy in a green T-shirt; then, later, lying on stiff, frosty grass gazing at the fireworks exploding in the sky; and then there’s an image of a bottle shattering against a wall, shards of glass flying. Bizarre. Someone must have given her a lift home because she remembers waiting in a car at a garage forecourt, the headlights gleaming on the wet tarmac. Then nothing. Nothing until she woke up alone in her own bed with a massive hangover.


			She woke up alone. She’s sure about that.


			‘Someone gave me a lift home. Do you know who? Did you see who I left with?’


			Danny shrugs. ‘I was a bit preoccupied myself. Why do you want to know?’


			She lowers her voice, even though there’s no one else in the room.


			‘It turns out the doctor was right.’


			Danny stares. His mouth falls open in astonishment. ‘You mean . . . ?’


			‘I’m pregnant.’ Saying it aloud makes it feel real. Abby feels dizzy and the room sways as if she’s about to faint.


			‘But I thought you said . . .’


			‘. . . that I hadn’t slept with anyone – I know.’ Abby cuts him off impatiently. ‘But I must have, mustn’t I?’ 


			Danny shakes his head, smiling. ‘That’s generally the way it works.’


			‘I think it must have happened . . . at your party. It’s the only logical explanation. The problem is . . . I just don’t know . . . who . . .’


			Danny chews his nails, lost in thought. A worried crease appears in his forehead. ‘Are you sure you want to know?’ 


			‘What do you mean?’ Abby asks, confused.


			‘Think about it, Abs. You were out of your head. What kind of guy has sex with someone when they’re almost unconscious? I mean it’s practically rape.’


			‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’ Abby feels sick at the thought, but at the same time strangely relieved. All day she’s been blaming herself. Perhaps none of this is her fault, after all. 


			‘Do you think I should go to the police?’


			‘And say what? You got drunk at a party and someone slept with you? Even if you knew who it was, it would be impossible to prove that you weren’t in a fit state to consent, unless someone actually saw it happen. But I don’t think you should worry.’ He smiles. ‘I’m probably being a drama queen as usual. Just ignore me. It’s way more likely that it’s a simple case of two people getting drunk and sleeping together.’


			Abby nods. He’s right, of course. She puts her head in her hands.


			‘Oh God, what a mess,’ she groans, as tears well up in her eyes. ‘What an idiot I am.’


			Danny puts an arm around her shoulder. ‘Everyone makes mistakes,’ he says soothingly. ‘I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve woken up regretting the things I’ve done the night before.’


			Abby nods and wipes her nose. ‘Yeah, but you didn’t end up pregnant, did you?’


			‘That’s true. I’m sorry, Abs.’ Danny gives her a lopsided smile. ‘What are you going to do?’ 


			‘I don’t know,’ she shakes her head as she meets his eyes. ‘I really don’t know.’


			*


			‘There’s a parcel for you in your pigeonhole,’ Jenny, the school secretary, calls as Abby passes reception on her way out of the building a couple of hours later. Jenny doesn’t look up from the document she’s typing, her pink, varnished nails tapping furiously at the keyboard.


			‘Okay, thanks. Have you seen Rob?’ Abby asks. 


			‘He left already.’


			Abby empties her pigeonhole. There’s a payslip, a circular from the head about raising standards, which she chucks straight in the bin, and a small, brown parcel. It has her name on it in block capitals but nothing else. She stuffs it into her bag along with the pay slip. She’ll open it at home.


			Danny stays to finish his marking, so she walks home alone. Trudging in the drizzle down the dual carriageway, Danny’s earlier question reverberates in her head. It’s a good question. What the hell is she going to do? 


			A car whizzes past, spraying rainwater and soaking her dress.


			Shit.


			Could Danny have been right in the first place? Was she out of it at the time it happened? Abby’s disgust at the thought is physical; it coils deep in her belly, snaking its way up her chest into her oesophagus. She doubles over and retches onto the pavement. Tears sting her eyes as she walks on. The worst of it is, she’s allowed it to happen. She put herself in that situation and now she’s pregnant. The question is: what’s she going to do about it? 


			There’s only really one option.


			*


			At home, Abby holes herself up in her bedroom with her phone and googles ‘abortion clinics’. She writes down the number of a couple. Then she looks at her Facebook feed. There’s a picture of Chloe and Ben with their arms entwined on the beach in Thailand. Chloe looks tanned and beautiful without make-up. Ben is looking at her adoringly. 


			Ben and Chloe. Her boyfriend and her best friend. The ultimate betrayal. They’d all hung out together at art college. Ben had always seemed happy to have Chloe around.


			Perhaps too happy, she had realized with hindsight.


			When she left to do her PGCE, and Chloe and Ben stayed on in London, sharing the same flat, she didn’t think anything of it. She isn’t quite sure when she first realized there was something going on between them. It was more of a gradual realization, an accumulation of small signs she tried to ignore. She cringes with embarrassment remembering the showdown when Ben finally admitted he was sleeping with Chloe – the way she stormed around his room, tipping over furniture and emptying his wardrobe, flinging his clothes out onto the street. 


			She stares at the post, wondering why she tortures herself with this. She could just unfriend them. But maybe it’s like a dog licking its wounds. Return often enough to the injury, and eventually it heals. She sighs and closes the window. She has other things to worry about now anyway. She opens another window and types in ‘pregnancy eight weeks’.


			Your baby now weighs approximately one ounce, she reads. Its head is more erect, and the neck is becoming stronger. Its heart begins to separate into four chambers and an ultra-fine, soft hair called lanugo will begin to appear on the skin.


			There’s a picture of an embryo – a strange, hunched-up creature with a tail like a sea horse. Its hand is up by its eye as if it’s crying.


			Oh God, she thinks. This is real. She turns off her phone and curls up on the bed. She wants to pretend this isn’t happening – to burrow under the duvet and hide. But how can you hide from something inside you?


			It’s only later, after tea, that she remembers the parcel. She fetches it from her bag and takes it into the kitchen. The dishwasher’s humming, and the TV is blaring out the theme tune from Game of Thrones in the living room where Rob and Ellie are watching. Abby gets the kitchen scissors to cut the Sellotape. She can’t imagine what it could be; possibly some stupid teaching aid from the head teacher, or maybe a present from a pupil. It must have been hand delivered. There’s no postmark, no address. She tears at the brown paper and something white and soft falls out. She picks it up and her breath catches in her throat.


			What the hell?


			It’s a babygrow with a yellow duck on the front. The duck is wearing red wellingtons and splashing in a puddle, winking cheekily. 


			Abby’s hands are shaking as she scrabbles inside the discarded brown paper and finds a simple white card. On the card, typed in capitals it says:


			TO ABIGAIL,


			FOR BABY,


			WITH LOVE.


		




		

			Four


			‘Is this your idea of a joke?’


			Danny’s standing in the doorway of his flat rubbing his eyes. It’s eleven o’clock in the morning but he’s still wearing boxers, and his dark hair is all messy like he’s just got out of bed. He blinks in confusion at the babygrow she’s brandishing.


			‘You’d better come in,’ he says croakily as Abby strides past into his dark, dinghy living room. The curtains are drawn, and the air is fuggy with the smell of cigarettes and beer. Cans and ashtrays are scattered everywhere.


			‘Bit of a late one last night,’ he explains, wincing when Abby draws the curtains, letting bright sunlight flood in ‘Do you have to do that? My head is killing me.’


			She’s too angry to care. She’s been fuming all night, letting her anger grow and ferment. ‘What were you thinking, Danny? Why did you send me this?’


			He stares at the babygrow in what seems like genuine bewilderment.


			‘What’s that?’


			‘You know very well what it is.’


			‘No, I don’t,’ He scowls. He’s starting to get angry too. ‘I mean, of course I know what it is. But I don’t know what you’re doing with it, or what it has to do with me.’ He sinks into the sofa rubbing his temples with his thumbs. ‘Look, can this wait? I’m really feeling like shit.’


			‘You didn’t send this to me then?’ Abby perches on the edge of the sofa, the wind taken out of her sails. 


			‘What? No of course not. Why would I?’


			Abby gives him a searching look. She feels like she has a good nose for lies and it seems like Danny’s telling the truth. Without a target, her anger quickly evaporates and turns to confusion. 


			‘I don’t know,’ she shrugs. ‘As a kind of sick joke, I suppose.’


			‘I’m insulted you think I would do something like that.’


			‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘But apart from you, no one knows I’m pregnant. Who else could have sent it?’ She stands up and paces the room, thinking hard. ‘Are you sure you didn’t tell anyone?’


			‘Of course not.’ He says. This time, though, she can tell he’s not telling the truth. He does this thing where he tugs at his ear lobe when he’s lying. It’s a dead giveaway. She glares at him until he smiles sheepishly.


			‘Well, alright then, I told my mum, that’s all, and I made her promise not to tell anyone else. I had to get it off my chest somehow. I was worried about you!’ 


			‘Your mother!’


			Abby pictures Danny’s mum, a tiny, garrulous woman who works at the local newsagent’s. She knows everyone in the town and loves to gossip. 


			‘Jesus. Thanks a lot, Danny. You might as well have announced it to the world.’


			Danny grips his head. ‘I’m sorry, Abs, but I don’t really see what you’re worried about. This is the twenty-first century. Nobody’s going to judge you for being single and pregnant.’ 


			‘That’s really not the point. Oh, never mind. What’s done is done, I suppose.’


			She sinks back in the sofa. ‘It wasn’t just the babygrow. There was this, too.’ She takes out the card she has in her back pocket and shows him. 


			‘To Abigail. For baby . . .’ he reads aloud. ‘It is weird,’ he admits, chewing a nail thoughtfully. ‘When did it arrive? Was there a sender’s address?’ 


			‘No, it wasn’t even posted. I found it in my pigeonhole at school, yesterday.’


			‘Hmm. Do you think it could have been put there by a kid, as a joke?’


			Abby nods slowly. ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ It seems like the most likely explanation. The children must have somehow found out that she’s pregnant. Maybe they overheard her and Danny talking and thought it would be funny to send her a gift. The kids are not usually allowed in the staff room, but it would be easy enough to sneak in when no one was watching.


			‘Mystery solved.’ Danny slaps his knees. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m gasping for a coffee. Do you want one?’ He stands up and heads into the kitchen.


			Abby follows him, still thinking furiously. ‘This whole thing is driving me crazy,’ she says. ‘I mean, I need to know who did this to me.’ 


			‘Like we said, it was probably just a schoolkid.’


			‘No, I don’t mean just the parcel, I mean this.’ Abby clutches her belly. ‘Who’s the father? How did I get pregnant?’ 


			‘Well . . .’ Danny fills the kettle and switches it on. ‘You think it was someone at my party New Year’s Eve, right?’


			Abby has thought about this. ‘Yes. Do you remember who was there? I mean, would you be able to make a list for me?’


			Danny spoons out the coffee into mugs. ‘I’ll try, Abs, but there were a lot of people coming and going that night.’


			‘I know.’ Abby paces the room. She gets the milk out of the fridge and pours it into the mugs. She thinks about the memory she had earlier, about the man on the stairs. ‘There’s something I do remember, though. I was talking to a guy in a green T-shirt, on the stairs I think. He was good-looking, dark-haired.’


			Danny picks up his coffee and slurps. ‘Did he have tattoos?’ 


			An image of a wiry arm covered in a black, geometric design flashes into her mind.


			‘Yes, I think so!’


			‘Sounds like my friend Alex,’ says Danny. ‘Alex Taylor. But we’ll check with Mark. Mark will remember. He barely ever drinks. He has this annoying habit of remembering everything and then telling you all the stupid things you did the night before.’ He hands a cup of coffee to Abby and then takes his into the hallway.


			‘Hey, Mark!’ he calls up the stairs before Abby can stop him.


			‘Don’t wake him up!’ she exclaims.


			‘Oh, he’s been up ages already. You know what he’s like.’ 


			Abby suddenly panics. ‘I don’t want him to know about this. You haven’t told him already, have you?’


			Danny shakes his head. ‘It’s okay. Relax, Abs, we won’t have to tell him anything.’ 


			‘Tell me what? What’s up?’ Mark pads down the stairs. He’s dressed neatly, as always, in jeans and a T-shirt that says Mr Universe in symbols from the periodic table. Small, geeky and obsessively neat. He’s a strange sort of flatmate for Danny. And Abby often wonders how he can stand all the drama and chaos that living with Danny must entail. Opposites attract, she supposes. 


			Mark pushes his glasses up his nose and nods at the bodysuit Abby’s still clutching. ‘Bit small for you that, Abigail,’ he says. 


			She reddens and forces a laugh. ‘Oh, yes, it’s a present for a friend. She’s having a baby.’


			‘Oh.’ He nods, and starts fiddling with his phone.


			‘Did you see who Abby left with on New Year’s Eve?’ asks Danny as they head to the living room. Abby throws him a look that he ignores. But if Mark is curious about why she wants to know after all this time, he doesn’t show it.


			‘Don’t you remember?’ 


			Abby sighs and sits down on the sofa. ‘No, I had a bit too much to drink.’


			Mark nods, a faint smile hovering at the edge of his mouth. ‘Yeah, you had quite a few tequila slammers, if I remember rightly. We played Truth or Dare, remember?’


			Abby stares at him and groans. She has absolutely no memory of that. ‘Not at all. Did I say anything stupid?’ 


			It wouldn’t be the first time, she reflects. Just after Mum died she’d gone through a phase of drinking way too much and doing or saying reckless, embarrassing things. There was that time at uni when she got up on stage at a gig and tried to grab the mike from the lead singer, and another time when Ben and Chloe had to drag her out of a nightclub when she picked an argument with the biggest, meanest-looking bloke in there. 


			‘Not too stupid, don’t worry.’ Mark grins. ‘I didn’t see who you left with, but you were talking a lot to Danny’s friend, the one with all the tattoos.’


			‘There you go. Alex. I thought so.’ Danny turns and gives Abby a meaningful glance. Abby ignores him.


			‘Why do you want to know, anyway?’ says Mark. 


			‘Er . . .’ Abby thinks rapidly. ‘I can’t find the necklace I was wearing that night and I was thinking maybe I dropped it in his car.’ 


			‘Oh. Or maybe you dropped it somewhere here –’ Mark bites his lip – ‘though I think I would have found it by now.’


			Danny nods. ‘You definitely would have.’ He winks at Abby and grins at Mark. ‘Our Mark’s a bit of an obsessive-compulsive cleaner on the quiet.’


			‘Well, someone has to be, or this place would be a tip,’ Mark says mildly, and looks around the living room. ‘In fact, it is a tip at the moment. What were you doing last night, Danny?’


			Danny shrugs. ‘I just had a few friends round.’ 


			‘What does your necklace look like, Abby?’ Mark asks, picking up a few empty cans. 


			Abby thinks for a second. ‘Er . . . it’s a silver tree-of-life pendant. It’s not valuable, but it has a lot of sentimental value. My mother gave it to me the Christmas before she died.’ It’s true that her mum gave her a pendant that fits that description, but the necklace is, in reality, safe at home in her jewellery box. Abby feels bad lying about it but it’s the first thing that popped into her head.


			‘I’m sorry. I’ll let you know if I find it.’ Mark blinks owlishly at Abby, then wanders off. 


			Abby turns back to Danny. ‘So, is he straight?’ She asks when Mark’s out of earshot. 


			‘Mark? Yes, of course.’


			‘No, I mean your friend Alex!’ Abby rolls her eyes. 


			Danny sighs. ‘Unfortunately, yes.’


			‘Unfortunately?’ 


			‘Because he’s absolutely gorgeous, obviously.’


			Abby doesn’t smile. ‘Do you think he could be the one . . . ?’ 


			Danny frowns and shakes his head. ‘No, I don’t think so. I mean, he’s had his share of troubles, but nah, there’s no way. I’ve known him for years, ever since we were kids. He wouldn’t take advantage of someone like that.’


			Abby sips her coffee and thinks about this. ‘Unless he was out of it too? What do you mean by “troubles”?’


			‘Some minor stuff. Drug-related, I think. It was years ago. I was away at university when it all happened – but I’m telling you, Abby, he’s a good guy at heart.’


			‘I think we should talk to him anyway,’ says Abby. ‘Even if it isn’t him, maybe he’ll remember something important. Have you got his number?’


			‘Yes, but I tell you what, I think we can do better than that. He’s works at the Three Compasses. I’m not quite sure which days he works, but I know he’s there every Saturday. We could go there for a drink and I can introduce you in a casual way – he needn’t know why you want to talk to him.’


			‘Good idea,’ says Abby. ‘When? Tonight?’


			Danny shakes his head ruefully. ‘I’m really sorry, I can’t tonight. My sister and her fiancé are coming to visit. How about next Saturday?’ 


			Abby would rather go immediately and get some answers, but she doesn’t really want to be alone when she meets Alex after what Danny said yesterday in the staff room, so she reluctantly agrees. 


			‘Okay, it’s a date.’ 


			Danny leans back, lights a cigarette, and then quickly stubs it out.


			‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I shouldn’t smoke with you in your condition.’ 


			Abby swallows a burst of irritation. ‘It’s okay. Go ahead. It won’t make a difference. I’m not keeping it, anyway.’ 


			This slips out, without premeditation. She hasn’t meant to tell anyone until it’s all over. A done deal. 


			Danny eyes narrow but he says nothing. He gets that dark, brooding look he sometimes has. ‘You mean, you’re going to have an abortion?’


			‘What else can I do? I don’t have any choice.’


			‘Well, I suppose it’s your body, your decision.’ Danny shrugs, not quite meeting her eyes.


			Abby feels anger bubbling up inside her. ‘Damn right it’s my decision,’ she says. She doesn’t understand what his problem is. It has nothing to do with him, and as far as she’s concerned, he has no right to judge her. 


			Danny drains his coffee and stands up. ‘Well, I’m going to go back to bed now, Abs, if you don’t mind,’ he says coldly. ‘I really feel like shit. You can see yourself out, can’t you?’


			Abby watches him go in anger and astonishment. Then she lets herself out, slamming the door. She feels betrayed and hurt. How dare he judge her? It’s okay for him. He’s a man. By definition, he’ll never have to face this horrible dilemma. 


			She walks back towards her house, through St Michael’s Park and past the empty tennis courts and the crazy golf. It’s not actually raining but the sky is heavy, oppressive and grey. Everything is still. She feels a wave of hopelessness wash over her. She’s got no one to talk to. Danny is acting weird, and Ellie is out of the question. There’s no one else she can really trust. If only Mum were still alive, Mum would know what to do.


			Grief grips her as she thinks of her mum, always upbeat, never complaining, even towards the end when she must have been in so much pain. But that was typical Mum, always thinking of other people, never of herself.


			She pictures Mum a few days before the end, lying in the hospital bed attached to all sorts of tubes and machines. Her face was so heartbreakingly thin and gaunt, and she was lying so still – she looked like one of those medieval stone effigies you see on top of tombs. Sitting next to the bed, Abby had reached out to touch her, terrified she was already dead, but Mum’s eyes had flown open and she’d grasped Abby’s hand. 


			‘Remember what I told you,’ she said. ‘You’re strong and beautiful and you can do anything you want with your life.’ 


			Abby’s pretty sure that an accidental pregnancy wasn’t what her mum had in mind when she’d said that. 


			There’s a small wooded area just after the crazy golf with a bench overlooking a sort of adventure playground made of logs and zip wires. She sits down on the bench and rings her dad. He’ll be surprised to hear from her, she reflects. They don’t talk often these days. Not since Sue came into the picture about a month after Mum died. Dad’s new girlfriend, Sue, is twenty years younger than her dad and about as different from Mum as possible. Abby couldn’t get over how quickly he managed to replace their mother. It was like a slap in the face and it created a big rift between them. But right now, she really can’t think who else to turn to. 


			‘Hello?’ Her dad answers quickly, sounding a little breathless and distracted.


			‘Hi, Dad.’


			‘Hello, Ellie,’ he says.


			‘It’s not Ellie, it’s Abby.’


			‘Yes, of course, sorry, you sound so alike on the phone.’ There’s a pause. ‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure?’


			‘I don’t know . . . just thought I’d ring for a chat.’ Do I need a reason to phone my father? Abby thinks, immediately angry. 


			‘Oh.’ There’s another long pause. 


			‘How are you, Dad?’


			‘Oh, I’m okay,’ he says vaguely. ‘They’re repaving the centre of the village. Everyone is up in arms about it.’


			‘Oh. Why?’


			‘People keep tripping, and someone broke their hip the other day. Anyway, how are you, Abigail? How’s work?’


			‘Um, I’m okay. It’s okay. Listen, Dad, the reason . . .’


			‘Sorry, love. Someone’s at the door and I’m late for my cookery class. Can I ring you back later?’


			‘Sure.’ 


			Ever since her mum’s death, her dad, inspired by Sue, has been involved in a whirlwind of activities. Badminton, golf, the local history society, and now cookery. It seems like a strange choice. She doesn’t think she ever saw him so much as boil an egg when Mum was alive.


			He hangs up and Abby sighs. She’s almost sure he won’t ring back. She was stupid to think he would help. Her mum was always the one she went to with problems. The pain of missing her is physical. She brushes away angry tears. Well, now she’s going to have to grow up, finally. She’s going to have to deal with this one on her own. And the decision really can’t be delayed.


			She pulls out the numbers she wrote down last night and punches in the numbers to the clinic.
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