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Prologue


April


Nell held her phone, watching as the timer dragged its way towards zero; how could three short minutes feel like a lifetime? Perched on the edge of the bath with the door firmly closed, her heart was racing. Her gaze shifted to the pregnancy test in her other hand, turned face down so that she wouldn’t look at the result until the three minutes were up.


Please, please, please be positive this time.


Oh, how she hoped that April would be the month when she’d cry happy tears instead of the other kind. She’d shout for Olek and the two of them would dance around the bathroom, eyes alight, talking over each other about how exciting it was, how wonderful it was going to be to have a child together. She’d show him how to work out her due date (even though she’d been keeping a mental note as to when the soonest she’d be a mum could be – January, currently) and they’d make an appointment with the doctor to have her pregnancy confirmed.


Officially, she and Olek had only just started trying for a baby. But, secretly, Nell had been a bit que sera, sera with her birth control tablets for a long time. She hadn’t even told her best friend, Merry, which was unheard of, because she normally never kept anything from her.


Nor was it like her not to be honest with Olek. It hadn’t been done with malicious intent, more that she’d had a niggling doubt about her abilities to conceive these days. At thirty-six, there had been so many times over the years when she’d been careless and could easily have got pregnant by accident but hadn’t. Not since … She swiftly halted her thought processes and tucked that particular memory back into the dark corner of her mind where it had remained blissfully undisturbed for years.


Besides, she knew that Olek would have been happy even if she’d had a surprise pregnancy. He was already a devoted dad to sixteen-year-old Max and missed him when he was with his mother. And besides, Olek was happy when Nell was happy, and vice versa.


She and Olek had a wonderful marriage, she knew how lucky she was to be loved by him. And if she could be a mum, if they could have a child of their own to love, well, her life would be complete. But the months had ticked by without a pregnancy, confirming Nell’s fears. She’d wanted to know what was going on with her body and the only way that was going to happen was to talk to Olek about it.


The timer on her phone was down to the last thirty seconds, but she still didn’t peek, wanting to give the test the full three minutes to work. At least the delay in her pregnancy plans meant that by January, she’d have been a partner at Merry and Bright, Merry’s candle business, for a whole year. So she wouldn’t feel too bad about taking some maternity leave. Unless, of course, Merry got pregnant at the same time, that might be a bit tricky.


Nell’s face softened into a smile. The two best friends, now business partners, were on the same motherhood journey and trying for a family. It would be crazy and chaotic if they both had babies next year, but what fun too. Their babies would be best friends from birth, she and Merry could do all the baby classes together and the bond between the two women would grow even stronger as they entered a new era at the same time.


The timer went off in Nell’s hand, making her jump. With her heart in her mouth, she turned off the ringer, took a deep breath and flipped over the test stick.


Negative. Damn.


Of course it was. Just like every other month.


The disappointment was almost physical. A heavy curtain of sadness fell over her and she felt her shoulders start to shake.


‘Darling?’ Olek called, his Polish accent somehow imbuing that one word with extra love. He knocked softly on the bathroom door. ‘Are you OK?’


Her heart twisted. He was so thoughtful, avoiding asking the burning question of whether the test was positive or not, merely asking how she was, instinctively putting her first, over his eagerness to know the outcome.


‘Come in,’ she replied. At least that was what she tried to say; her voice was strangled with sorrow.


Olek opened the door and knelt beside her, wrapping her in his love, his strong arms taking the place of words. Still clutching the negative test in her hand, she leaned into him and allowed the tears to fall.


‘No baby,’ she said, with a sad smile. ‘Not this time.’


‘Oh, sweetheart.’ Olek kissed the tears from her cheeks and kissed her. ‘Don’t be sad. It’s completely normal for it to take a few months and we’ve only just started trying.’


Except that they hadn’t, thought Nell guiltily. She’d done the research; most couples conceived within a year. It had been longer than that. Plus, her age was starting to work against her.


She leaned her forehead against his. ‘If I don’t get pregnant next month, can we go and have some tests done to see if there’s a problem?’


Olek pulled back from her, brushing her auburn curls off her face. ‘How about waiting six months? Give it some time. And then I promise to do anything you ask.’ He kissed her again. ‘But I’m sure there won’t be anything wrong.’


It wasn’t as fast as she’d have liked, but it was a step forward. With every passing month, she became more convinced that she wasn’t ever going to conceive. It was bad enough having a hunch, but how she’d be able to cope when a doctor confirmed that she was the problem, she had no idea.


‘I hope you’re right, my love.’ She accepted a tissue from him and dried her eyes. ‘I really do.’


Merry was itching to get a move on, but Cole, in true Cole fashion, was being extremely methodical.


‘I bought three types,’ he said, carefully unpacking the first from its box and smoothing the accompanying leaflet to remove the folds. ‘This is my preferred starting point. Apparently, it’s ninety-nine per cent accurate and has the best reviews on Google.’


‘Trust you, Mr Belt and Braces. Just pass it to me and let me get on with it.’ She took it out of her husband’s hands and suppressed a giggle. She’d have just picked the cheapest, or the one which gave the quickest result. They had such a different approach to life; where Merry was always racing from one thing to another making snap decisions as she went, Cole was calm and considered, but despite their differences, as a couple, they just worked.


‘I haven’t read the instructions yet,’ he complained. ‘We need to do this properly, it’s important.’


She looked at him now, an earnest frown on his handsome face, one hand ruffling his russet-brown hair distractedly, and felt a wave of love so strong that, for a second, she forgot why they were both squashed into the tiny bathroom at Holly Cottage.


‘It is important.’ She wriggled out of her jeans and sat down on the loo. ‘But I’m dying for a wee, and everyone knows all you need to do is pee on the stick.’


He grinned at her. ‘Never change, Mrs Robinson. I’m sure you’re right.’


She gave him a prim look. ‘Excuse me, Mr Robinson, can’t a girl have a little privacy while she’s indisposed?’


‘You didn’t give me a chance!’ he blustered, turning away.


‘Too late, my work here is done,’ she said with a snort, holding up the stick. ‘Ta-dah.’


‘Now we wait.’ He tore off some tissue paper for her to lay the pregnancy test onto, covered it over so they couldn’t see the results window and set a timer on his watch for three minutes while she washed and dried her hands. ‘Come here.’


He held his arm out to her, and she snuggled into him, resting her head under his chin, listening to the steady beat of his heart and wishing she was as calm.


Despite her laughter and impatience, deep down, Merry was a bag of nerves. She had wanted a baby for as long as she could remember. At school when other girls had been dreaming of going to university and having careers and travelling the world, her biggest wish was to start a family, a baby to love, her own flesh and blood to make up for growing up without a family. Last Christmas, she’d discovered that not only was her father alive, but that she had a half-sister, Emily, so she wasn’t without family anymore. Even so, the chance to be a mother to her and Cole’s child would be a dream come true.


Her childhood had been unconventional, to say the least. Her mum had been living rough before having her at seventeen, and while she had happy memories of being in their little bedsit, those memories had been overshadowed by her mum’s suicide when Merry was only eleven. Her experience of a mother-child bond was sketchy at best. But Cole was a good dad to Freya and Harley. She could learn from him, couldn’t she?


The timer on Cole’s watch went off. He stopped the beeping and gave her a squeeze.


‘Ready to find out?’ he placed a soft kiss on her lips.


She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. ‘Ready.’


He pushed aside the tissue paper and they both leaned forward to read the word which had appeared in the window.


‘Pregnant!’ they exclaimed together.


‘I don’t believe it,’ Merry gasped.


Instinctively, she pressed a hand to her stomach. It would be months before anything was noticeable, but her baby – their baby – was already living and growing and moving around inside her. And then suddenly she was in the air as Cole picked her up and swung her around.


‘You’d better believe it!’ Cole cried triumphantly. ‘Because we’re having a baby! You clever, clever girl.’


Merry laughed at his exuberance, clinging on tightly around his neck. ‘I think you might have had a part in it too.’


He set her down gently and kissed her. ‘I did. And you’ve just made me the happiest man on the planet. I love you, darling, and I promise to be the husband and the dad that you and our baby deserve.’


‘I know you will,’ she replied, ‘because you already are.’


A wave of emotion enveloped her and it was all she could do to stay on her feet. Excitement and gratitude, but something else too, a sense of peace that she’d been searching for her whole life.


She was married to the most wonderful man she could wish for, had two stepchildren she adored and now she was pregnant with a baby of her own. All she had ever wanted was within her grasp, and her future could not have looked rosier.






Chapter 1


Merry


Giant Christmas tree: check.


The market square festooned with fairy lights: check.


Wizzard singing that they wished it could be Christmas every day from speakers blasting out from the stage: check.


Standing in a crowd in the cold and dark with almost all of her loved ones, wearing a Christmas jumper: check.


Merry Robinson smiled to herself. It was official, it was the first of December and the countdown to the annual Christmas lights switch-on in her home town was about to begin.


‘Are we ready to get this party started, Wetherley?’ cried this year’s celebrity a little too loudly into the microphone from the stage.


‘Yes!’ roared the crowd of excited residents, all of whom were wrapped in thick layers to combat the biting Derbyshire air. The night sky was clear, stars were out in their legions, and while incredibly pretty, it was bitterly cold. Merry was glad that Freya had insisted they all wear Christmas hats and jumpers. Her sister-in-law, Hester, and Hester’s husband, Paul, had brought hot mulled wine to warm them up, but at almost eight months pregnant, Merry would be having an alcohol-free Christmas this year and had opted for the hot chocolate Olek had supplied.


As had Nell, who wasn’t pregnant but wanted to be. Merry studied her best friend’s face, noticing the dark circles under her eyes. Nell was almost evangelical in her determination not to let her own situation take the shine off Merry’s pregnancy, and it broke Merry’s heart to see it. If she could have one wish this Christmas it would be for Nell and Olek to conceive. Life could be very unfair sometimes.


‘OK?’ Merry asked Nell, tucking an arm through hers.


‘A bit nervous,’ Nell replied. ‘We get our test results tomorrow.’


‘I’ll keep everything crossed for you,’ she promised.


Nell glanced sideways at her husband. ‘It’s pretty obvious who’s the one with the problem, seeing as he’s already got a son, and I hate to be letting the side down. But at least once we know what we’re dealing with, we can move forward and make a plan.’


‘You don’t know anything yet. But if anyone can work it out, it’s you two,’ said Merry. ‘You’ve been such an inspirational couple to me since the day you met. You’ll deal with this together, just like always.’


‘Thank you, you’re a good friend, and I hope so.’ Nell chewed her lip nervously.


‘I know so,’ Merry said firmly.


‘Who is that woman again?’ Ten-year-old Freya tugged on her granddad’s sleeve. ‘I don’t think she’s a celebrity at all.’


She’d cut her hair on her birthday to mark reaching double digits. Gone were the plaits and the pink clothes. Now she wore her hair short, her jeans baggy and her boots chunky. Cole confessed to Merry that he missed his sunny little girl, but Merry was secretly impressed with this new confident young lady who wasn’t afraid to try out a new look.


‘Suzannah Merryweather,’ Fred supplied, picking up his little dog, Otto, who’d started to tremble in the cold despite being dressed in a fleecy elf outfit. ‘Presenter of a gardening TV show.’


Freya was unimpressed and went back to her hot chocolate.


‘They should have asked you, Auntie Hester,’ said Harley. At fourteen, he was already taller than Merry and liked to boast to Cole that it wouldn’t be long before he outgrew his dad too. He’d agreed to wear one of his dad’s Christmas jumpers but was keeping his coat zipped right up to the neck and the white furry pom-pom on the end of his Santa hat was just visible, peeping out of his coat pocket.


‘I did it two years ago, darling, remember, when you were in Whistler?’ Hester held out her mug to her husband Paul, who was topping up the mulled wine.


‘Oh yeah, Dad sent us photos,’ he replied with a grin.


Merry watched Harley while, presumably, the memories of his year in Canada ran through his head. He’d had a tough time readjusting to life in the UK, but now seemed to be thriving. A Saturday job working at Merry and Bright, a very sweet girlfriend and singing in a band with his mates all seemed to have helped him find his feet.


‘And we’ve kept our Christmas plans low-key this year because of our trip to Australia,’ added Paul.


‘In two days!’ Hester squeezed his arm excitedly.


Cole was envious of his sister and brother-in-law’s month-long road trip around Australia. But it wasn’t for Merry – barbecues on the beach didn’t appeal; for her, Christmas was about traditions and home and being with her loved ones.


‘You wore a red cape,’ said Nell to Hester. ‘And I completely fan-girled over you.’


Everyone started talking about their memories from previous Christmas lights switch-ons until Suzannah’s voice rang out from the stage again.


‘Ten, nine, eight …’ she chanted, gesturing for everyone to join in with her.


And as she lifted her hands to hover dramatically over the big button, everyone did.


Everyone except Merry. From nowhere, a lump appeared in her throat, preventing any words from passing her lips as her emotions overwhelmed her. Christmas always did this to her. But this year, there were more factors at play: the baby would be here soon; they still didn’t have a moving-in date for the new house; the busiest few weeks of the retail calendar were upon her; she was worried about her best friend’s fertility problems; and she had swollen ankles and a husband approximately a thousand miles away.


‘Three, two, one … Merry Christmas, everyone!’ Suzannah cried, putting all her weight onto the button.


Instantly, the tall Norwegian spruce which towered over the square sparkled into colourful life, illuminating the giant star at the top and every single one of the glittering baubles hanging from the branches. At the same time, the Christmas decorations strung around the perimeter of the square came on and the people of Wetherley cheered and whistled.


‘Wow!’ Freya clapped her hands. ‘That was magic. Everywhere is so beautiful.’


‘Technically speaking, it’s electricity,’ her brother corrected her. ‘Not magic.’


Freya stuck her tongue out and Merry hid her amusement. Harley loved to display his superior knowledge where his sister was concerned. ‘I think Christmas lights are magical too, Freya.’


This event was always popular, signalling as it did the start of the festive season, and Merry wouldn’t have skipped it for the world. Cole had been disappointed not to be there, and she was missing him very much. Hopefully, next year, the whole family would be here together, her half-sister Emily and Emily’s boyfriend, Will, too.


Merry, having never known her father’s name or whereabouts after her mother’s suicide, had assumed that she didn’t have any living relatives. When Emily had got in touch last year with her suspicions that they might possibly be related, Merry had been overjoyed. She’d gained a much-loved younger sister, whom she was now close to, despite Emily living in Jersey, and the father she had always wondered about. He suffered with dementia, which had worsened this year, but he was her sole source of information about her mother. Every so often, he’d come out with a tiny snippet about the young woman he’d been in love with and whom Merry had had so briefly in her life. And when he did, she felt as if she was discovering priceless treasure every time.


The thought of all being together warmed her. She slipped a hand inside her coat and felt her bump.


Less than seven weeks until you’re due, little one. My life has changed so much in the last two years, and once you arrive, it’ll change all over again. I hope … well, I hope I’m up to the job, that’s all.


What sort of mother would she be? She wanted to be laid-back and fluster-free, but she had a sneaking suspicion that she might be the sort to be perpetually on the phone to the doctors’ surgery, needing constant reassurance that all was well, holding her face to the baby’s to check it was still breathing, fretting that she was making a bad job of it all.


She felt a tap on her arm and turned to see Fred beside her, looking concerned.


‘OK, love?’ he asked.


She blinked back any telltale tears and mustered up a smile for her beloved father-in-law.


‘Absolutely fine!’ She pulled her hand out from her coat and reached to stroke Otto’s curly head. ‘Wish Cole was here.’


‘Hmm,’ Fred grunted, ‘so do I. He shouldn’t be gadding about overseas, not with you in this condition.’


Merry suppressed her amusement. Fred’s objection was mostly down to the fact that his partner, Astrid, was also ‘gadding about’ with Cole, in Germany. Astrid had recently inherited a Bauernhof – a small farmhouse with land attached – from a distant cousin of her father’s. The letter from the Bavarian solicitor had come so completely out of the blue that Astrid had ignored it, assuming it to be a scam, but after two more had followed, she’d called the office and was told that she had an inheritance in her home town of Schongau, an hour south-west of Munich. It had taken a while for everything to be registered in Astrid’s name and now that it was, she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do with it. Cole had suggested that they go over there together and he’d give her the benefit of his two decades of construction experience and help her decide.


‘Cole’s working, remember,’ she pointed out. ‘And Astrid’s reason for going is valid too. Also, I’m not ill, I’m pregnant.’


‘I don’t know why she doesn’t just sell it,’ Fred grumbled to himself. ‘Wetherley is her home now. Take the money and enjoy it, I say.’


Merry was inclined to agree. She was proud of Cole for offering to advise her oldest friend and mentor, but the timing couldn’t be worse. His own building company was as busy as ever and he was project managing the renovation of their new house, which – as far as Merry was concerned – should be his top priority.


‘Dad was always working when we were little,’ said Harley. ‘He said he regrets that now. So, don’t worry, Merry, I think he’ll be around more for this child.’


Merry marvelled at how mature he was these days. ‘Good to know, but I’m not worried. He’s already a great dad, you two are great kids.’ She nudged him playfully. ‘Most of the time.’


‘I think it’s a boy,’ Freya said sagely. ‘My teacher had a baby boy, and she was always grumpy too.’


Nell gave a snort. ‘Out of the mouths of babes.’


‘I’m not always grumpy, am I?’ Merry asked, mildly offended.


‘Not always. But you do this a lot.’ Freya rolled her eyes comically and let out a huff of exasperation.


‘And you swore at work on Saturday,’ Harley said slyly under his breath.


Merry feigned a gasp. ‘Only a tiny one, and in my defence, I was provoked.’ A customer had entered the shop with three dogs, one of which had cocked its leg against the counter. Not the ideal aroma for a scented candle shop, and bending down to clean it up had not been the ideal job for Merry now that her body resembled a bowling ball.


Harley grinned. ‘Your secret’s safe with me. I might be looking for a pay rise soon, though. If you get my drift.’


‘Cheeky,’ Merry muttered. Not a bad idea actually; it was coming up to twelve months since he’d started working for them, and he was a big help. He’d be needed even more once the baby came, and she didn’t want to lose him to a better-paid job. She made a mental note to chat to Nell about it; they made staffing decisions together.


‘I thought Ray was coming this evening?’ Hester said.


Merry winced. ‘Dad’s got a nasty cough. I popped round to see him in the home earlier. His carer and I agreed it wasn’t a good idea for him to be out in the cold.’


‘And you don’t want to be exposed to any germs either,’ Nell put in. ‘The last thing you need is to catch something.’


‘Quite,’ she agreed. ‘There’s too much to do, I haven’t got time to be ill.’


This time last year, she’d been planning their last-minute wedding. The year before that, she’d taken on the organisation of the town’s Christmas celebrations. She’d hoped that this year would be quieter, but, if anything, life was even busier, especially now her sister was living in Jersey and Merry was the main contact for their father’s care home. His dementia had worsened over the last couple of months; the last two times she’d seen him, he hadn’t known who she was. If she thought about everything too much, she could literally feel her blood pressure spiking.


‘I’m going to take some photos to send Dad,’ said Harley, ‘like he did for us when we were in Whistler.’


‘FaceTime him!’ said Freya excitedly, waving her mug of hot chocolate precariously. ‘Then I can tell him about the magic lights.’


Harley pulled out his phone and the two of them bent over it while he called Cole.


‘When are the property tycoons back in the country?’ Hester asked.


‘Two more sleeps,’ Merry told her.


‘Thank goodness,’ Fred said wistfully. ‘Otto misses Astrid like mad. He sits in her place on the sofa and whines all through the six-o’clock evening news.’


Merry, Nell and Hester exchanged looks. The dog wasn’t the only one pining for Astrid. They might be in their seventies, but there was no mistaking how in love Fred and Astrid were. Love knew nothing about age, thought Merry; the colour of its flame may change over time, but its power to warm hearts never did.


‘Hey, Dad,’ Harley shouted, holding the phone high above his sister’s reach. ‘Thought you’d like to see the Christmas lights.’


Merry strained to see Cole, but the image of him on Harley’s screen was too small from where she was standing. ‘Hello, darling,’ she called, waving a hand in case he could see her.


‘Let me see him!’ Freya jumped up to grab the phone. ‘Dad, the tree’s got a massive star on the top. Can we have one like that?’


‘Just wait a minute,’ Harley grumbled, blocking her with his arm.


Freya leapt up again and this time stumbled back into Merry, knocking into Merry. It didn’t hurt, but all the same, Merry’s arm flew to her stomach protectively.


‘Careful, darling,’ Hester chided. ‘You need to be gentle with Merry now, especially her tummy.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Merry as a warm sensation soaked through her maternity jeans. ‘You didn’t hurt me, but I think you just spilled your hot chocolate on me.’


‘Sorry about bumping you. But it wasn’t my drink, I’d finished it all.’ Freya looked round at her and giggled. ‘Oops. It looks like you’ve wet yourself.’


‘But you must have done …’ Merry reached a hand to the top of her legs and froze. For a second, her mind went blank, until a shudder of dread ran through her. ‘Oh no.’


Nell and Hester picked up on her reaction straight away.


‘What’s happened?’ Nell asked, grabbing her arm.


‘Could that be what I think it is?’ Hester’s eyes were wide.


Merry’s heart thudded. ‘I don’t know. Possibly?’


‘Dad!’ Freya pulled Harley’s arm towards her to get closer to his phone. ‘Merry’s weed!’


‘Stop yanking me, you idiot,’ Harley said with a scowl.


‘At the risk of stating the obvious,’ Fred cleared his throat, ‘I think your waters may have broken, my dear.’


‘I’m not even thirty-four weeks.’ Merry could feel a sob forming in her throat. ‘It’s too early.’


‘What’s happening?’ She heard Cole’s alarmed voice in the distance. ‘Merry?’


‘Harley, may I?’ Paul reached for the phone and Harley surrendered it straight away. ‘Cole, looks as if you might need to come home, pronto, mate. We’ve got a situation here.’


Merry felt hot and panicky as everyone started talking at her, asking questions, making suggestions, and her head began to spin. She gripped Nell’s hand tightly; Hester took her other arm as her knees went weak beneath her. Suddenly, Cole’s face appeared in front of her as Paul held the phone out.


‘Darling, I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ His brown eyes were huge with worry.


‘I’m scared,’ she whispered. ‘I wish you were here.’


Why was this happening now? She hadn’t had any contractions, no warning signs.


‘I’m packing now, and I’ll be on the first flight,’ he promised.


‘Me too,’ Astrid piped up somewhere in the background.


‘I love you,’ said Cole.


‘I love you too. Please hurry.’ Merry’s lip trembled before the screen went blank.


Olek put a hand on her back. ‘I think we should take you to the hospital.’


‘Agreed,’ said Nell.


‘We’ll take the children back with us,’ Hester offered. ‘Come on, kids.’


‘Oh crikey,’ said Fred, shaking his head. ‘I feel helpless.’


‘Snap,’ said Merry, tears trickling down her face. ‘If the baby’s coming, I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do about it.’


‘Is this my fault?’ Freya said in a small voice. ‘Because I knocked into you?’


‘No, darling, there’s no need to worry, I promise,’ Merry replied with as much conviction as she could muster.


‘Let’s go.’ Nell’s voice was firm. ‘We need to get you to a doctor and see what’s going on.’


Merry nodded, unable to speak for the second time this evening. This was not how she’d planned it. She wasn’t ready to be a mother. Not tonight. Not yet.






Chapter 2


Merry


‘PPROM?’ Merry repeated the acronym back to the doctor who was standing beside her bed, jotting notes on her records.


‘Preterm prelabour rupture of membranes,’ the doctor explained, dropping the clipboard on the bed beside Merry’s feet. ‘It’s the term we use when waters break before thirty-seven weeks of pregnancy and the mother hasn’t gone into labour.’


It was 9 a.m. and she’d spent her first ever night in hospital. It had felt interminable. Thankfully, Nell had had a phone charger in her bag yesterday, so at least Merry had been able to catch up with the shop’s social media activity and online orders while she’d been stuck on the ward all night.


Nell had also popped down to the hospital shop last night and picked up some emergency toiletries, while Olek had distracted Merry with stories of his son’s birth, which apparently had been so swift that his first wife hadn’t even had time for pain relief. She’d been glad when Nell had returned to save her from a detailed description of baby Max’s first bowel movement. The couple had left once it had been established that there was no imminent danger of Merry giving birth, but despite being shattered, Merry had barely slept. Now all she wanted was to be told she could go home and have a bath and that there was absolutely nothing to worry about.


Judging by the serious expression on Dr Hill’s face, that was looking unlikely.


Merry had had a few pains last night which she’d thought might be the start of her contractions, but they’d disappeared and the nurse who’d looked after her had been confident that all she’d felt were Braxton Hicks.


‘Is that bad?’ Merry asked the doctor, making a mental note to google it on her phone as soon as he’d gone.


‘Not ideal and not without risks, but with conservative management, all should be well.’


She’d prefer something a bit more concrete than that, but before she had a chance to probe any further, Dr Hill attached a blood pressure cuff to her arm and indicated to her to stay quiet. He inflated it so much that she was almost at the point of complaint when he finally released the air, frowning as he listened to the whoosh of her blood through his stethoscope.


‘Should be well?’ she queried, once she deemed it safe to speak.


‘As long as you look after yourself and don’t do anything silly.’


‘I’ll cancel my ice-skating lessons immediately,’ Merry replied.


The doctor looked sternly at her over his glasses. ‘I assume that was a joke, but in my job, you get used to taking nothing for granted. Sex is off the menu too.’


Merry pressed her lips together to prevent herself from saying she’d been banking on that to kick-start labour. Someone in her antenatal class had said it had worked for her with her first baby. ‘What does “conservative management” mean?’


He took the stethoscope from his ears. ‘We watch and wait.’


Merry let out a breath. ‘Good. I can do that. So I can go home?’


‘Not yet.’ He shook his head gravely. ‘Your blood pressure is high. I’m going to keep you in for a day or so. I’d like to monitor you and, judging from the way you’ve refreshed your emails several times since I’ve been talking to you, I suspect you could do with forty-eight hours of complete rest.’


For a fleeting moment, the idea of lying down for two days with nothing to do except say yes to tea and toast, brought in bed to her like this morning, was very appealing. But there was no way she could agree to that; she had far too much else on her plate besides complimentary toast.


‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ she said, pulling herself upright.


The doctor raised his eyebrows. ‘It is possible, and most certainly preferable to the alternative.’


‘Thank you, yes, I can see her.’ Cole’s voice floated to her from the entrance of the ward.


Merry spotted him at the nurses’ station and her heart squeezed with a mix of joy and relief at the sight of him. Thank goodness he was home.


‘Guten Tag.’ She waved sheepishly to him as he strode towards her bed.


‘Good morning, Mrs Robinson, and good morning, doctor, please excuse me while I kiss my wife.’


He kissed her lips tenderly and stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb. His hair was tousled, and he smelled of cold morning air and toothpaste, and Merry felt a rush of love for her handsome husband.


His eyes scanned hers and he touched a hand lightly to her baby bump. ‘How are you? Are you very uncomfortable? Do you know what’s going to happen next?’


‘Fine, not too bad,’ Merry replied, counting her responses with her fingers, ‘and the doctor was just telling me that we don’t need to do anything.’


Dr Hill reprised his stern look, but, thankfully, Cole missed it.


‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t with you last night,’ he murmured. ‘We were lucky to get the last two seats on this morning’s flight. Dad came to the airport to collect Astrid, so I could come straight to the hospital.’


‘It couldn’t be helped, and Nell and Olek looked after me.’


Merry reached up to put her arms around his neck and he gave a soft groan as he enveloped her with a hug – a long hug which went on so long that she started to giggle.


‘Sorry about my husband’s protracted greeting,’ she said, addressing the doctor when Cole finally released her. ‘We haven’t seen each other for five days.’


‘No apology necessary,’ the doctor said, smoothing his wiry moustache with his forefinger and thumb. ‘The longer the hug, the better. If I could prescribe hugging on the NHS, I would. Your body is now releasing a hormone called oxytocin, which will help to lower your blood pressure.’


Cole frowned. ‘Is her blood pressure too high?’


‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ Merry answered hurriedly. ‘I feel fine now. The baby isn’t coming early, which was my big worry, and I’m really ready to go.’


‘I know you are,’ said the doctor. ‘There’s no better place than home, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to put up with Hotel NHS for a bit longer.’


‘Why, is there a problem?’ Cole stiffened, gripping Merry’s hand.


‘Seriously, doctor, I’ll be fine at home. I can watch and wait there.’ As much as she was delighted about Cole’s arrival, she would have preferred him not to hear what the doctor had to say so that she could cherry-pick what she wanted him to know. He was such a worrier.


‘Watch and wait for what?’ Cole asked, wide-eyed, proving her point.


‘Just for baby Robinson to arrive,’ she answered. ‘No big deal.’


Dr Hill let out a barely audible sigh. ‘Now that your waters have broken, you’re at a greater risk, not only of infection, but also of going into labour. Have you got a busy week planned?’


‘Um …’ Merry chewed her lip, wondering how honest on a scale of one to ten she should be.


Cole laughed. ‘My wife lives every day as if it’s her last, she has a never-ending to-do list, which gets longer as the day progresses.’


‘Cancel everything except the essentials for the next few weeks,’ said Dr Hill. ‘Doctor’s orders.’


‘Everything is essential.’ Merry was full of indignation.


‘Nothing is more important than the health of you and your baby,’ the doctor replied. ‘You have just over three weeks until your baby will be deemed full term, at which point you will be induced. I make that the …’


‘Twenty-eighth of December,’ Cole supplied.


‘I’ll have to be induced?’ The thought that it would all happen to a timetable was quite disappointing.


‘Wouldn’t that be marvellous timing?’ said the doctor. ‘A birthday to celebrate in future in the boring bit between Christmas and New Year. The family will thank you for it.’


‘Um.’ Merry had been planning on spending those few days getting the nursery ready for the baby’s arrival. She simply didn’t have a spare moment before then. ‘I suppose so.’


‘Right then. I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Don’t do anything daft for the next twenty-four hours and, with any luck, I’ll discuss discharging you in the afternoon.’


The doctor reattached the clipboard to the end of her bed and moved to the next patient.


‘We’ve got four candle workshops this month,’ Merry exhaled in frustration. ‘We’ve got a festive shopping night on the thirteenth. Our free gift-wrapping service has just kicked in and the flat needs an overhaul in case we get any last-minute Airbnb bookings over Christmas. Plus, there is all our Christmas shopping to do.’


‘Hmm.’ Cole took her hand and kissed it.


‘Are you listening?’


‘Sort of, I’m also gazing adoringly into your eyes.’


‘Cole!’ Merry said, frustrated. ‘This is a disaster.’


He smiled fondly. ‘No it isn’t. A disaster would have been if the baby had arrived early last night, partly because it would be premature, which might have brought its own problems, but also because I wouldn’t have been there with you to see the birth of our child and for you to squeeze the living daylights out of my hand while you were in labour.’


‘I suppose so,’ she conceded. ‘And at least now we’ve got a deadline to move into the new house by. We have to be settled by the twenty-eighth, so that when baby and I come out of hospital, we can go straight to the new house.’


He stared at her in disbelief. ‘Darling, it can’t be done. The doc just said you need to cancel as much as possible. We’ll have Christmas at Holly Cottage like last year and postpone moving in until the end of January.’


‘No, Cole.’ Her heart began to race. ‘The baby doesn’t have its own bedroom at the cottage.’


‘I know.’ He smiled fondly. ‘But newborn babies don’t need a nursery. He or she could sleep in a drawer if necessary.’


‘What?’ Merry couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


‘We’d pull the drawer out of the chest, obviously. I mean, I’m sure there are rules about shutting babies in a chest of drawers,’ he teased, clearly not picking up on her distress.


Merry’s jaw tightened. ‘This isn’t funny. You promised me we’d be in before the baby came. We have to be in, I mean it. I’ll sleep on the floor if I have to, but when I leave hospital with our new baby, I’m going straight to our forever home. And that’s that.’


The smile slid from his face. ‘I know you had your heart set on moving in before the baby arrived, but I’m sorry, it can’t be done.’


‘You’ve never known what it’s like not to have a home. I have.’ She pushed the bed sheets off her lap and swung her legs round, ready to stand up. ‘All my life I’ve sworn to myself that when I have my own family, I’ll do it differently. My baby is not going to sleep in a drawer. It’s going to sleep in the beautiful cot we bought, which is currently still flat-packed and in its box in the hall, along with all the other equipment we haven’t got room for.’


Merry didn’t have many memories from her childhood, but she did know that her mum had been allocated emergency housing in a small studio flat after giving birth to her. Having a stable home and a family had been Merry’s goal ever since she could remember. Her eyes swam with tears. Now, when her dream was so close, why was it slipping away from her? All she wanted was a welcoming home to bring her first child into, was that so much to ask?


‘Darling.’ Cole rested his hands on Merry’s shoulders. ‘You heard what the doctor said, you’re in danger of going into labour if you’re not careful. If you aren’t going to be sensible, I’m afraid I will be. Leave everything to do with Christmas to me and delegate everything to do with Merry and Bright to Nell.’


Merry hesitated before nodding. As much as she loved and trusted Cole – and Nell, for that matter – when you’d been deserted by those who should have looked after you during childhood, it became very difficult to let down your guard later in life. Cole’s upbringing had been the absolute opposite of Merry’s: an idyllic childhood supported by two adoring parents. No wonder he didn’t understand how important this house move was to her.


Merry’s life was spinning out of control, and right now, she had never felt more vulnerable.






Chapter 3


Nell


‘Help yourself to a drink from the machine,’ said the receptionist, after checking her in.


There were distinct advantages in seeing a private doctor, Nell thought, as she sat down in a squishy leather armchair with a fresh cup of decaf coffee in her hand. Not that she didn’t love the GP surgery in Wetherley where she’d been going for years, knew all the reception team and exactly which chair to avoid with its wobbly leg. They’d only gone private because she and Olek wouldn’t be entitled to fertility investigation on the NHS until they’d been unsuccessful in conceiving for two years and Nell hadn’t wanted to wait that long. Dr Bajek was Polish and Olek’s family had known hers for years, and there was something comforting about embarking on such a personal journey with someone they had implicit trust in.


If the issue was on her side, she’d do anything the doctor suggested, she vowed: give up alcohol forever, do yoga every morning, cut out caffeine. Anything. She crossed her legs and pressed them together to stop them jiggling with nerves. She wouldn’t get despondent, this was just the beginning. There’d probably be a magic fertility pill she could take to solve all the problems. Or IVF, if Olek agreed. She had money in the bank from the sale of her market stall last year; she’d gladly use all of it. She’d wanted to pay off a chunk of the mortgage with it at the time, but Olek had said she should keep it in case it didn’t work out at Merry and Bright and she decided to set up another business. She’d loved him for the suggestion, but, in truth, she had no interest in that. Her focus on becoming a mother was pin-sharp at the moment, eclipsing any career aspirations. She didn’t feel guilty about that; female empowerment should be about having the choice to do what felt right for you and not being obliged to fit a mould defined by someone else.


As she sipped her coffee, her phone pinged with a message. It would be Merry, she knew without even looking. There was a woman whose work/life balance needed a bit of tinkering with. What Merry could use was some rest, at least while she was in hospital. But, instead, her brain was working overtime. Nell read over her best friend’s latest thought.


I thought we could have a little January sale after Christmas, what do you think? We could clear all the stock with festive names and make room for all the new-year stuff. If we’ve got any gift wrap left, we can sell that off at bargain prices too.


Nell had to admit, that was a good idea and sent her a reply.


Good thinking! Tell you what, I’ll bring in a notebook and pen later and you can make a list of the things you think of, rather than text me with each idea.


Lol!! Am I getting on your nerves?


Nooooooo – only slightly;)


Sorry, I’m just itching to get out of here!


Merry was like a bottle of pop today. Nell understood; her friend was feeling like the birth of the baby was a ticking time bomb: one false move on her part and … boom, she’d go into labour. She sighed wistfully; if it was her, she’d want the baby to arrive as soon as possible so she could meet her child, hold her own baby in her arms and feel her heart melt with love. She was fairly sure that work would be the last thing on her mind.


It was hard not to feel envious of Merry, especially watching her stomach swell over the last few months, from the tiny bump you’d only notice if you were looking for it, to the almost comic spherical belly she had now. And it wasn’t just her shape that had changed. While Nell had become more anxious and had lost weight along with her sparkle, Merry had bloomed and looked ever more adorable. It didn’t seem fair. She flicked away her uncharitable thoughts; if anyone deserved a happy ending, it was Merry, and despite her own situation, Nell was thrilled that everything seemed to be finally falling into place for her best friend.


She finished her coffee and picked up her phone. Olek should be here by now. Their appointment was only ten minutes away, and they were always seen promptly.


She opened their WhatsApp chat and typed him a message.


Are you far away?


Sorry, darling. Still stuck at my last job. I was just about to message you. I don’t think I’m going to make it. I’m gutted.


She groaned inwardly: not today of all days.


Please, darling, this is important.


Olek ran a successful business as a locksmith. Sometimes, a little too successful. He was in demand and worked long hours, many of which were at inconvenient times.


I know it is. Hold on, I’ll go outside and call you.


She decided to do the same, and by the time she stepped out of the surgery, Olek had rung.


‘I’m sorry, Nell. It has been crazy here,’ he said. ‘The customer is a woman with two small children. The ex-boyfriend smashed the lock on the door with a hammer because she wouldn’t let him see the kids. By the time the police arrived, he’d put the hammer through all the downstairs windows.’


‘Oh my word. Poor woman.’


‘I know. I couldn’t leave her, not until she feels safe.’


‘Of course not, I understand, you did the right thing.’


He let out a breath of relief. ‘Thank you for understanding. What sort of man would put his own children through that sort of trauma? How can he ever hope to have any sort of relationship with them after behaving that way? It is very sad, Nell. I am doing my best to show that not all men are animals.’


Nell felt a wave of tenderness for her big-hearted man. ‘No one could ever mistake you for an animal, unless it was a big cuddly teddy bear.’


He laughed softly. ‘Only where you are concerned. I can be tough if I have to.’


‘I know.’ Olek had had to be tough over the years. At fifteen years old, when he and his family had moved to the UK from Poland, he was thrust into a secondary school with only the barest grasp of the language. And later, when Yvonna, his wife of two years, announced that she didn’t love him anymore and asked him to move out, Olek had behaved with dignity and done as his wife had asked. It had only been a matter of weeks before he’d discovered that his place in the marital bed had been taken over by his best friend, Viktor, with whom Yvonna had been conducting an affair for some time. Olek had been devastated by her betrayal but had made sure Max knew his father would always be there for him and that his parents’ love for him hadn’t changed even though their love for each other had.


Nell realised that Olek was still telling her about the job he was on and tuned in again.


‘Her sister is here looking after them all, but the customer asked me to put new security bolts on the back door too. So I did that and now she’s begging me not to leave until the glazers have been to mend the windows so that the house is secure again. I know it’s not ideal, but could we rearrange today’s appointment?’


‘I don’t want to rearrange.’ Nell felt a flutter of panic. This appointment had been indelibly engraved in her brain for weeks. ‘I didn’t sleep last night, mulling over it all, working through the possible permutations and trying to decide what Plan B should be if the investigations uncover a problem. I need to know, Olek, it’s eating me up.’


‘Darling, whatever the results are,’ he said gently, ‘we can get through this together, you know.’


‘I know, and I love you.’ She felt her throat tighten with emotion as she returned to the waiting room, still with Olek on the line. She knew he meant what he said, but if the issue was on her side, as she predicted, she was going to be crushed with guilt. She didn’t think she’d be able to get past that, however much he tried to support her.


‘Mrs Dowmunt? Would you like to go through to the consulting room, please.’


‘Too late to cancel now, I’m being called through,’ said Nell. ‘I’ll only be able to get my results, but it’s better than nothing.’


There were advantages of being alone, she reasoned. At least this way, he wouldn’t see her crumble when the doctor delivered the news; she wouldn’t have to put on a brave face and pretend that she was coping.


‘Just an idea, but how about if I’m on the phone to you during the appointment?’ Olek offered. ‘I’m sure Dr Bajek won’t mind; it’s not as if she doesn’t know us.’


Nell smiled. ‘Good thinking, Batman. I knew I loved you for a reason. I’ll suggest it and call you back.’


The doctor stood to shake Nell’s hand and gestured for her to take one of the two velvet chairs on the other side of her white glossy desk.


‘I’m afraid my husband has been held up,’ said Nell, aware of the quaver in her voice.


This was it, the moment she’d been both desperate for and dreading in equal measure.


But at least you’ll know for sure, said a little voice inside her head. And then you can take action.


‘So it’s just me today.’


‘Ah,’ said the doctor, looking down at the folder in front of her. ‘That is regrettable.’


‘I thought you could give me my results first,’ Nell began, before outlining Olek’s suggestion to get him on a call so he could listen in.


‘You don’t want him to hear your results?’ the doctor queried.


Nell felt her face heat. ‘No. I mean, not no, I will tell him, obviously, but … It might be easier if I hear that by myself.’


Dr Bajek frowned and Nell worried that she was going to object.


‘Please put me out of my misery, doctor. It’s me, isn’t it? I’m the one with the fertility problem.’


Dr Bajek picked up a sheet of paper, scanned it and put it down again. Nell was so on edge that she thought her heart might burst out of her chest.


‘Your results show nothing abnormal. In fact, quite the contrary, you are in excellent health and there is absolutely nothing to indicate any fertility issues at all.’


Nell stared at the doctor, processing the words. She had not expected that. ‘Wow.’ She sat back in the chair. Nothing abnormal, nothing to indicate any fertility issues … So it wasn’t her. She was fine. Thank goodness. Thank goodness. She let out a shuddering sigh and covered her mouth, feeling light-headed with relief. ‘Really? Are you sure?’


The doctor nodded.


‘But, in that case, why am I not already pregnant?’


Dr Bajek looked at the notes. ‘It says here that you’ve only been trying since Easter. That’s not long at all. Why did you think that any issue would lie with you?’


Nell squirmed in her chair. ‘Confidentially, I’ve been trying for a year, and I assumed the problem must be with me because, as you know, Olek already has a sixteen-year-old son, Max.’


The doctor’s expression grew earnest, she looked down at her notes. For a split second, a look of something akin to anguish crossed the doctor’s face before she regained her mask of professionalism. ‘Hmm.’


So if the problem wasn’t her, then it had to be Olek. Nell’s chest tightened. ‘Shall I call him?’


The doctor sucked in a breath. ‘It’s highly irregular, but if he consents to me delivering his results by telephone in front of you, I suppose I can make an exception.’


Nell called his number on speakerphone, and he answered immediately. There was a lot of shouting and crying in the background.


‘Nell, it’s chaos here, let me move away from the others.’


Once Olek had found a quieter spot and Dr Bajek was convinced he was content to continue, she picked up another sheet of paper.


‘OK, Olek, the tests show that there is an issue with your sperm count. Unfortunately, it appears very unlikely that you could impregnate your wife naturally. I wonder, is there some sort of injury or trauma in your medical history?’


Trauma? Nell leaned forward in her chair. What did the doctor mean by that? If there was, it must have been a long time ago, because he’d never mentioned anything to her.


The sound of glass shattering echoed through the neat office and Dr Bajek flinched. ‘This is not the right way to do things.’ She shook her head at Nell, clearly regretting consenting to Nell’s request.


‘Sorry, doctor, I missed that, can you repeat it please?’ said Olek.


Nell’s fingers acted almost without her thinking about it. She tapped the screen, taking it off speakerphone, and pressed it to her ear. ‘It’s OK, Olek, it sounds like it’s chaos where you are. We can do this another time. I’ll see you at home, darling.’ She ended the call, dropped the phone onto the desk and pressed her hands to her face. ‘He didn’t hear.’


‘And you did.’ The doctor regarded Nell so intensely that she felt heat rise to her face. ‘That was most unfortunate and a significant breach of confidentiality on my part.’


‘But the problem lies with him?’ she asked, skating quickly over the doctor’s point.


The doctor pressed her lips together; she looked like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world but here. Finally she spoke. ‘It’s certainly not you.’


‘I see.’ She’d assumed that she’d feel less badly about it if she wasn’t the one with fertility problems. How naïve she’d been. This was as awful, if not worse. Her heart felt as heavy as a lead weight. ‘And you mentioned trauma, what do you mean?’


Dr Bajek shook her head. ‘I really can’t discuss my patient without him being present.’


‘I understand,’ said Nell. ‘I’ll go home and talk to Olek, and take it from there.’


‘Um. Right. Yes. Good idea, and there are always options. Sperm donors, et cetera. The important thing is that now we know what we’re dealing with.’


What they were dealing with was the fact that her much-desired child was a long way from being born.


Nell’s body was thrumming with sadness, a tidal wave of sorrow pushing her back out into reception. Somehow, she managed to pay the bill and find her way back to the car, her family plans in tatters.


Her dream to have a baby, to conceive naturally, to give birth to a child, their own biological child, had just turned into a nightmare. Nell prided herself on her positive outlook on life, but for once her inner sunshine had deserted her and her entire world had been eclipsed by this new information. Millions of other couples could have kids, so why couldn’t they? Because Olek was infertile, that was why. And depending on what Dr Bajek meant by previous trauma, he might possibly have been infertile for a long, long time. Which led Nell to another awful thought: if Olek couldn’t have ever had children, what did that mean for him and his son Max? Not only did today’s results have repercussions for their future children, but they could have inadvertently uncovered a terrible, secret about Olek’s relationship to his son. So what on earth was she going to tell Olek?






Chapter 4


Nell


The last thing Nell felt like doing was going back to work and facing customers in the shop this afternoon. She was sorely tempted to drive straight home from the clinic, dive under her duvet and sob until her tears ran dry. But with Merry in hospital, that wasn’t an option; she couldn’t let her down and leave the shop closed all afternoon. Which was why, half an hour after leaving Dr Bajek, still red-eyed from crying, she parked her car in the designated space behind Merry and Bright.


As she turned off the engine, she heard her phone ringing from the depths of her bag. She looked at the screen, Olek again. He’d left her a couple of messages already and she was feeling more and more guilty for not picking up. Her car wasn’t sophisticated enough for her phone to connect to, so she never used it while driving. They were both respectful of each other’s working day and under normal circumstances he wouldn’t mind if she didn’t phone him back straight away. But he’d be keen to know the fertility results after being cut off earlier. He deserved to know.


But know what exactly? She needed to think this through, work out what was best for everyone involved.
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