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Praise for The Guest House


A gripping, must-read, tightly plotted thriller with dizzying twists and turns that will keep you on your toes


John Marrs, author of Keep It In The Family


A tense thriller with a killer twist! Morgan-Bentley has hit on a chilling scenario that kept me rapt and tearing through the pages. His writing is vivid and utterly engaging with shrewd character observations that really brought Victoria and Jamie’s nightmare to life. The dual timelines ramped up the tension and intrigue, gradually revealing what had actually happened and setting the scene for a killer twist. Highly recommended!


KL Slater, author of The Evidence


I absolutely loved it – such a page-turner with the most excellent plot twist at the very end


Leah Hazard, author of Hard Pushed


Morgan-Bentley is becoming a master of the reader’s comment of . . . ‘I didn’t see that coming!!’ A most unexpected twist at the end! I found myself thinking, ‘I know it’s late but I can’t leave it here, I need to know more’


Joy Ellis, author of the DI Nikki Galena series


A dark and terrifying tale about every parent-to-be’s worst nightmare. The action starts with a bang and never lets up. Superb writing, fast-paced, full of cliffhangers and twists, The Guest House tugged at my emotions all the way through. Absolutely riveting!


Allie Reynolds, author of Shiver
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Chapter 1



Victoria


Saturday, 6 March, 7.43 a.m.


I am woken by an electric surge in my lower back and grasp my swollen belly. I look down and see ghastly floral bed sheets. The pillow is so soft and thin that it may as well not be there. For months I’ve lain awake, imagining this new pain dormant in my body, threatening to emerge and take hold of me. Now it’s here and I’m in someone else’s bed.


The ache runs deep, pierces sharp and subsides quickly. Jamie is snoring next to me, louder than usual, like the call of a lighthouse, punctuated by the occasional snort or gasp. I think about waking him but decide not to raise an alarm yet. It may be nothing and my husband has a tendency to panic.


A strip of daylight flares at the opening between the curtains a couple of feet to my right. I sit up and stretch over to draw them apart. There are fields and fields of pale green, undulating hills for as far as I can see. Patches of grass are covered with sheaths of silvery white ice. There are no other houses in sight and the only sign of life is a small cluster of birds, swooping in perfect unison from one side of the pane to the other. The single, narrow, winding road cutting through the hills is silent, untouched perhaps since we drove down it last night – the final stretch on our epic seven-hour drive from London to the North Pennines.


There would be complete quiet in the guest house were it not for the groaning wind forcing its way through cracks in the stone walls and wood-panelled ceilings. Its moans, rising and falling, are interrupted every few seconds by a rattle or a squeal. The ebb and flow of wind is continuous, like white noise, and I try to focus on the sound, anchoring myself on its constancy to calm me.


I ease myself up, grimacing as I inch my feet out of the bed and onto the carpet, then use both hands on the bedside table to lift the rest of my body. My feet are so hot, swollen and sticky that when I reach the bathroom, the chill of the tiles is refreshing. I lower myself onto the toilet, close my eyes and cherish the relief. I stay seated for a while and read a note above the sink that ‘the wet wipes we have provided are for the bin, not the toilet :)’. I use a couple, drop them between my legs and flush. I’ve always been tempted by small acts of rebellion.


The owners have made a cursory attempt to be fancy, the hand soap decanted into a dispenser with a terrazzo effect and a small tube of hand cream perched on the windowsill, but the bath itself is in need of a good scrub, with black mould around the edges. I sniff and mildew prickles the back of my throat, then I haul myself up, rinse my hands and waddle back across the cold tiles and into the bedroom.


Jamie stirs and blows me a kiss from the bed but keeps his eyes shut. As I stand, I clutch the bottom of my belly and push in with my fingers, one by one, testing for more pain.


Judging by the frost on the grass and the condensation on the windows, it must be freezing outside, but I feel like I can almost see steam pumping out of the radiators and the heat of my own body is overwhelming. I don’t know what to do with my hands and a bead of sweat itches down the back of my head and onto my neck. I need some fresh air.


I hold on to the wall as I edge towards the large sash window by my side of the bed. Placing both hands in the middle, I use all of my might to push upwards, clenching my jaw and shaking as I push, but it’s not budging. I’m starting to feel dizzy and as I pace around the room looking for a key, I can hear myself panting.


‘Jamie, Jamie, wake up. Sorry, I wanted to let you sleep, but I’m dying here. We need to open a window.’


Jamie sits up with a start, his mouth hanging open, his eyes still sticky.


‘What’s wrong? Is it Shrimpy?’


Shrimpy is the pet name for our unborn son, because he looked like a prawn on the first scan. We’ve already picked a name for when he arrives, but Jamie is consumed by a superstition that it’s bad luck to refer to him by that name until he’s out of the womb, so we stick to ‘the baby’, ‘Shrimpy’ or ‘the little guy’ for now. I think it’s all a bit puerile.


‘No, I’m fine. The baby’s fine. It’s just boiling in here and the windows are all locked.’


Jamie rubs his eyes, stands up and heads round the bed towards the window, squeezing past me in just his boxer shorts. He tries to open it from the bottom.


‘It’s locked, Jamie. I just said that.’


‘OK, no need to snap at me,’ he snaps at me, while still trying to haul it up.


He gives up, bent over with his hands palms down on the faded white sill. He looks back at me and breathes out deeply.


‘The owners said they’d be up early to make breakfast. I’ll go downstairs and ask them for a key. I’ll get you some water, too.’


Jamie picks up yesterday’s T-shirt and jeans from the floor, flings them on, heads out of the room and closes the door behind him. I sit on the bed, listening to the clack of his feet on the stairs. I bite the nail on my right thumb, too low, and it stings. This is it, I know it. The nearest hospital must be miles away, tiny, and I don’t have my notes with me. I touch my belly. Does it feel more tender than usual?


When Jamie bursts back into the room, he’s out of breath.


‘They must still be asleep. There’s no one downstairs.’


I sigh and look past Jamie towards the bedroom door, which is ajar.


‘I’m just going to go out through the front door and stand outside for a bit. Can you pass me some clothes? I can’t bend down.’


Jamie hands me his red hoodie and my favourite tracksuit bottoms, just about the only ones that I can still heave onto my body right now, and I sit on the bed and strain to pull them up. He watches me and I wish he’d look away. I glance down at my own body and feel disgusted by it. It’s not that I didn’t expect my body to change, but I never actually pictured what I’d look like in the flesh, without clothes on, so stark and bulging and marked.


When I look down, I feel detached from myself, like I’m looking at images of someone else’s body. Jamie says that he’s never felt as attracted to me as he does now, in this late stage of pregnancy. That as much as he’ll cherish the arrival of our first child, he’ll miss this body. But he doesn’t have to live with it, inhabit it, squeeze it into clothes that are getting progressively tighter, experience the surprises of a body that’s constantly changing, morphing into something increasingly unfamiliar. We haven’t had sex for months because I feel so undesirable. He’s given up trying.


I sit on the edge of the bed, slip my feet into trainers and Jamie helps me with the shoelaces. I stand and reach beneath the hoodie to wipe away a strip of sweat from under my belly.


‘I’m not going anywhere. I just need some air.’


I head out of the room and venture carefully down the steep wooden stairs, which feel treacherous as I can’t see my own feet. I take small steps, holding on to the banister, feeling my way down. The walls are covered in paintings and prints, ornaments and photo frames, so crowded that there are only glimpses of the navy wallpaper underneath. Someone has made a real effort to make the décor quirky: a portrait of a Jack Russell in a top hat and bow tie, a framed film poster celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Grease, a black-and-white photograph of a baby with curly hair, grinning from ear to ear.


At the bottom of the stairs, I head for the front door and tug at the large gold handle, but it doesn’t move. I pull and I pull but it’s locked and there doesn’t seem to be a way to open it without a key. I can feel my pulse quickening, the sting of my eyes welling.


I stumble into the kitchen and try the back door, but that is also shut. I start opening every drawer and cupboard, desperate to find a key and a way out, and when Jamie comes up behind me and grabs my right shoulder, I let out a sharp gasp.


‘What are you doing? Just relax. I’ll go upstairs and knock on their door. Their room is the one just opposite ours.’


I try to push past him.


‘Don’t tell me to relax. All the bloody doors are locked. I need some fresh air.’


Jamie puts his arm out and blocks my way.


‘Please, let’s not argue here. They’ve obviously just locked up before going to bed. I’ll go and find them. It’s not a big deal.’


‘Hello?’ I hear him shout as he heads up the stairs.


‘It’s not even eight o’clock yet, Jamie. You can’t just wake them up.’


He doesn’t acknowledge me and shouts louder.


‘Hello? Is anybody there?’


I can hear him trying doors, one by one, pressing the handles down and then knocking, his bangs and shouts gathering momentum as he finds each consecutive one to be locked.


‘Hello?’


I walk to the kitchen sink and turn on the cold water, testing the temperature with my hand before leaning right down and lowering my head into the hard, cool jet. Relief. But then the pain comes again and this time it’s stronger – a tornado of white heat building in pressure from the base of my spine. I pull away from the tap, arch my back and place my hands on the sink.


When Jamie comes rushing in, his cry of concern merges with the sound of the water still crashing into the sink, distorted, blurred, distant. He rubs my back and at some indeterminate moment, the pain subsides.


Jamie asks the question, as if there’s any doubt, as if he needs the confirmation.


‘What’s going on, Victoria? Is it … are you?’


I turn round, craning my neck, and as our eyes meet, I feel the sting of forming tears.


‘Contractions,’ I whisper between breaths. ‘I’m in labour. Danny’s coming.’





Chapter 2



Jamie


Saturday, 3 April


How do you choose between brands of peas? I’m crouched over a freezer in the supermarket and I’m at an impasse. Every small decision now seems both trivial and insurmountable. I see the wrinkled, pale, ringless hand of a stranger reach from under my shoulder and pick up the biggest packet, so I do the same. I place it in the trolley, reverse and head towards the checkout.


As I push, I imagine the trolley as a pushchair. Danny is in there, sleeping with his thumb in his mouth, gently rubbing the bridge of his nose with his forefinger. I imagine that Victoria is a few aisles down, feeling for a perfectly ripe melon or loading a second trolley with nappies and formula for the baby.


When I reach the tills, I join the nearest queue, waiting for my turn while the woman in front loads the conveyor belt with the weekly shop for her family: packet after packet of cereal, powder for making chocolate milk, more bags of crisps than you’d need to feed an army. She’s moving at incredible speed, like a conveyor belt herself, grabbing three items at once and flinging them down. I look to my right and see that the till next to me has a much shorter queue, but I’m in no rush to get home.


When it’s my turn, I keep my head down and pack the few bits I’ve chosen into my shopping bag. The checkout assistant looks at me, says nothing and I take out my card to pay. I get the pin code wrong twice and then take the card out and scramble in my pocket for a twenty-pound note. I place the items in a bag and I can feel her watching me, but I’ll take my time, thank you very much.


As I walk outside to find my car, the shine of the early spring sun blasts me straight in the eyes. Families are obviously making the most of the rise in temperature this weekend, arriving en masse to buy Scotch eggs and sausage rolls for the first afternoon of the year that they can spend in the park or the garden.


A blue Audi speeds past me and parks in the space next to my car. I hear the crunch of the handbrake through the open window. The driver’s door opens and a man in a tight-fitting black T-shirt steps out, his arms covered in tattoos, his jeans riding low. The right rear passenger door opens and a little girl steps out. She’s dressed up as a ballerina or fairy, in a pink tutu. She runs after her father, who is striding across the car park and into the supermarket.


When she catches up with him, he grabs her hand and they walk in together. I wonder what plans they have today. Is the man taking his daughter to a birthday party this afternoon? Or is she just wearing the tutu to the shops because that’s what she felt like putting on today? I wonder what her name is.


When I get back to the flat – a two-bed with a small garden on the hill between Tufnell Park and Highgate in North London – I go straight to the kitchen to unload the shopping. I place the crumpets in the bread bin, the meat in the fridge and the peas in the top drawer of the freezer. I fill the kettle with enough water for one cup and stare out of the window to the road ahead. A bus pulls up at the stop outside and a whole throng steps out. I turn back and pour myself a cup of decaf coffee and notice the time displayed in red digits on the oven: 9.22 a.m. It’s going to be a long day full of nothing.


I try my best not to go into Danny’s bedroom, but there’s a force that draws me there, at certain points in the day. I can’t stay away.


I walk in and run my fingers across the frames of his ivory dresser and the matching cot bed that was meant to last until he was four, and then the white noise machine that Victoria insisted was an essential. Propped on a shelf that I put up above the cot is the little blue rabbit that Victoria’s mum knitted for him. I pick it up and slide my finger under the label on his ear that says ‘made with love’. I was in charge of buying everything for the baby and relished the process. I’d spend hours in the middle of the night scrolling through forums, weighing up the pros and cons of one nappy cream over another, filling our shopping basket with 99 per cent water wipes, bath thermometers and black-and-white comforters.


The cot we picked is sturdy, with thick wooden bars and a drawer underneath because you can never have enough storage. There are no pillows, loose blankets, teddies or bumpers on the sides, because they can be hazardous. The mattress is new and still in its bright blue plastic casing. The wall behind it is light green – a nauseating hue in real life, greener in the sunlight than it looked online, but a better option than all the sky-blue-for-a-boy patterns that Victoria insisted would impose gender stereotypes upon our son. From the mobile over the crib dangles a hippo, a lion and a polar bear, and the bear in particular now seems sinister, its beady eyes following me round the room. And on the wall above the cot is the letter D – for Danny, yes, but now also for despair, for danger, for darkness.


Every time, after each scan of the nursery, I find myself on the verge of surrender. I pick up my phone, my hand shaking, my vision blurred, an impulse threatening to take over. My hand hovers over the nine. Just press it three times, Jamie. Take the risk. Tell them what happened in the guest house. But then I switch the phone off and bury it deep in the pocket of my jeans.


Just before midday, I drag myself off the sofa, having exhausted my tolerance for Saturday morning television, the ruddy-cheeked chefs trying to convince us that it’s so easy to make ricotta strawberry French toast that anyone can do it for breakfast before the school run in the morning. I put on my trainers, hoping that a walk to the local park and back might distract me. I wait by the door to the flat, checking there’s no one else lingering in the common spaces – I can’t face banal interaction with neighbours – and emerge when I hear nothing for five seconds.


Before leaving the building, I flick through the stack of letters on the table by the main door. I’ve seen most of them for days now – bills and circulars addressed to the flat above. We never get anything particularly exciting, so when I see a large brown envelope with our names and address handwritten, I rip it open. Inside is a single sheet of paper, printed from a government website, and as I start to read, my throat dries and a rush of cold falls down both of my arms.


Sentencing Guidelines in the Crown Court
The below outlines the maximum sentence
recommendation for common offences for the purposes
of sections 224 and 225 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003.


Administering a substance with intent: ten years’ custody
Cruelty to a child: ten years’ custody
Domestic burglary: fourteen years’ custody
Fraud: ten years’ custody
Causing or allowing a child to die: life imprisonment
Unlawful act of manslaughter: life imprisonment
Unlawful burial of a body: life imprisonment


I look and feel inside the envelope for more, searching for a note, a name, a clue, an indication of where this has come from. But there’s nothing other than this one sheet. Two of the crimes, and their sentences, have been highlighted in neon pink. Who sent this? Was there a witness? Who knows our secret?


I rush out of the building and catch my left foot on the frame of the door, stumbling as I slam the door behind me. I rip up the paper, once, twice, three times and, looking around me, stuff the shreds in my jacket pocket.





Chapter 3



Jamie


Saturday, 6 March, 8.12 a.m.


I’ve never seen anyone in so much pain. I crouch down with Victoria, holding her hand tight as she lies in the foetal position on the kitchen floor. I stroke her forehead, the sweat causing her auburn curls to form clumps.


The screaming subsides, her breathing regulates and we have a moment of respite. She belches, deep and guttural, and it makes me laugh. She turns her face up towards me, her mouth almost smiling for a moment, but her eyes are still shut.


‘Sorry, that’s disgusting,’ she says, gurning. ‘I feel like I smell. Do I smell?’


I kiss her on the forehead and lie.


‘Not at all. Can’t smell anything. You’re doing really well.’


After all that we’ve been through to conceive – the appointments, the sperm deposits, the recurring disappointment of seeing just one clear line on a pregnancy test and not two – this feels like too late a hurdle to hit.


Victoria suggested a trip away and I agreed that we’d benefit from a change of scenery, a last relaxing trip away for us, but I should have insisted on a weekend further from the due date and somewhere closer to home. I suggested the Cotswolds, but when Victoria gets an idea in her head, it’s hard to change her mind. This part of the country means a lot to her, to us, but I had an inkling that something would go wrong and I ignored it. Sometimes I just sense it. A foreboding. A sniff of impending doom.


Victoria shocks me out of my trance.


‘Jamie, don’t panic. Go upstairs and get the car keys. We need to drive to a hospital.’


Her face is so pale that it’s almost translucent.


‘OK, I’m going. What else do you need? I told you we should have brought the hospital bag, just in case.’


I unbend my right knee and stumble slightly before getting to my feet.


‘It’s fine, Jamie. They’ll have all the essentials at the hospital. Just grab a few clothes, my coat. Let’s just get in the car and go. Be quick – the contractions are getting closer together already, I think.’


I rush across the hallway and Victoria calls after me.


‘Just … be careful, OK? Take it easy. We’ve still got time. Don’t end up hurting yourself – that’s the last thing we need right now.’


I head up the stairs, trying to climb two at once. I want to move faster, I need to, and I feel a surge of anger rising inside me – frustration at myself for being too slow. As I reach the top, I feel a tightness in my left Achilles tendon and almost trip as I stub the big toe of my right foot in an attempt to hurry. I stop for a moment in the hallway between the bedrooms, already feeling the beginnings of a stitch. Where on earth are Barry and Fiona? Is there any chance they’re still in their bedroom, asleep and oblivious to what’s happening in the kitchen?


Their bedroom door is shut. I edge forwards and put an ear to the door. Nothing. I use my stronger right hand to knock gently. Nothing. I clench my fist a bit tighter and knock again, three times, and it stings a bit. Still nothing. I place my hand on the door handle. Pushing down, I wince as I realise that this is yet another locked door. They’re definitely not in the house. 


I go back into the bedroom where we slept and scramble around the floor next to my side of the bed. I find my wallet, an empty KitKat wrapper and my security pass from work, which I meant to leave at home. I must have emptied them from my pockets before bed. Where are my car keys?


I have a tendency to leave things in the wrong place, but I’m certain the keys were in my back trouser pocket last night, because I remember feeling the stab of the sharp car key as I sat down on the sofa in their living room. I check the pockets of the jeans I’m wearing and the coat I’d thrown on an armchair in the room and find only torn-up tissues, an old theatre ticket, empty sweet wrappers, receipts, a few coins, a five-pound note. But no keys. Where are they?


I scramble around on the floor again, looking for the shine of a Monopoly boot – the little trinket that I’ve used as a keyring since I was a child. As I sweep my hand across the floor, I feel nothing but the mild burn of carpet and a cramp in the back of my left knee. I long to feel something hard, to hit the cold edge of metal, to hear the jangle as the keys clang together, but nothing.


‘Victoria! Victoria, are you OK?’ I shout, and I hear a ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ in response from downstairs.


How long do we have? Please, please let the contractions stay far apart for now.


I look out of the window and see our car – the small silver Ford Fiesta. But the red van, presumably belonging to the owners, the one that I’d parked beside when we arrived yesterday evening, is no longer next to it. My mind is racing. Have the owners left the house and forgotten we’re here? How long will it be until they come back? And where are our keys?


I leave the room, step back onto the landing and notice a glint of silver on the wooden floor, just in front of their bedroom door. I bend my knees, using the wall for balance, and pick it up. It’s a small silver keyring chain with nothing attached to it. The loop is bent and spread open where it should be tight. I have one just like this. The ring is supposed to be connected to a miniature Monopoly boot and my keys. I’ve been meaning to get a new keyring. The boot always ends up loose in my pocket.


I crouch lower and feel my knee click. I run my hands on the wooden planks of the corridor floor, back and forth, feeling ridges and dips where the panels meet, and put my cheek to the floor, cold, so I can scan across and back, through floating specks of dust. And then I see it. About three inches away from the other wall, towards the stairs.


I crawl over and pick it up. It’s the Monopoly boot, but my keys aren’t there.





Chapter 4



Victoria


Monday, 5 April


‘We have a very special guest today, boys and girls. The lovely Vicky is here to play some songs for us on the piano. Who’s ready for a sing-along?’


It’s Victoria. Not Vicky, not Vic. Victoria. And why call me ‘lovely’? This perfect stranger has absolutely no idea if I’m lovely or not. For all she knows, I could be a vicious, misanthropic villain, plotting to sabotage this toddler group by screaming at the top of my lungs, grabbing the dummies out of each of the babies’ mouths, stripping down to my underwear and gyrating provocatively round the piano stool. I am not, in fact, planning to do any of these things, but she doesn’t know any better.


This is hardly the most glamorous gig, but the plus side of a job like this is that the repertoire is so easy that my fingers do their own thing and I barely have to concentrate. As I play the first chords of my self-penned, slightly jazzy version of ‘The Animals Came in Two by Two’, I go far away, into myself, and everything else disappears.


I think back to all those long nights in my halls at university practising for exams, battling with Shostakovich, Chopin and tendonitis in my right wrist. The utter humiliation of losing my train of thought midway through a recital and having to go back to the beginning. The pressure of performing Rachmaninoff in front of a panel of the world’s best pianists – each of them watching every finger, waiting for me to bend one in slightly the wrong direction, brush a note with a pinkie that I didn’t mean to, go too heavy on the reverb pedal, fall off my stool in the midst of passion. Would I have dared to dream of the dizzying heights of Bach4Babies in Marylebone, bashing my way through nursery rhymes surrounded by babies who are too young to recognise basic tunes, let alone appreciate the major sixths?


I can’t help but keep tabs on my contemporaries from the Royal Academy, who post on social media about their latest bookings. The two girls I’m still in regular contact with have both had children and have long given up their aspirations of becoming the next Itzhak Perlman to go into teaching, opting for the more responsible route for a reliable stream of income. But there’s a guy from the year above, Henry Thatcher (no relation to Maggie, apparently, although with an equally high-pitched voice), who seems to be doing really well. We’re Facebook friends, even though we’ve only actually met once, at someone’s twentieth, when he drunkenly spilled a glass of Merlot over my top and spent the whole evening buying me drinks to make up for it. At least he did until I had to turn him down as he lunged towards me in an attempt to stick his tongue down my throat. I might have had the upper hand that evening, but he’s the one laughing now, as he’s played at Carnegie Hall a couple of times and recently posted selfies of himself at Abbey Road Studios, playing the violin on a Lewis Capaldi track.


I look up over the edge of the piano at the cheap murals with their brash reds and sickly yellows, all the small coats lined up next to each other on their hooks, and I bite my bottom lip to stop myself from crying. 


Even if this is not the most glamorous gig, I’m still taking it seriously. I’m wearing the classical pianist’s uniform of modest, simple black top and skirt with plain pumps and though it’s not the most challenging repertoire, I make sure my posture is right, that my fingering is perfect and that I perform with all the gusto I can muster. Life is long, I tell myself, and life will continue. I have to get through today, and then I’ll tackle tomorrow and the day after that. And you never know who might be in the audience.


I allow myself to imagine that the mother or father of one of these babies could be a talent scout or an agent. Although the odds are against me, this little gig could be my big break – the start of something so major that it could take over my life and make me so busy that maybe, just maybe, I could live without every moment of every day being consumed by what I’ve done.


I’ve repeated all the verses twice and as I look round, I can see that I’m losing the crowd. Most of the toddlers literally have their backs to me now. Time to move on. My segue from ‘The Animals Go in Two by Two’ to ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ is seamless, even though the tempos of the two songs are quite distinct, but I fear this technical prowess goes unnoticed.


There’s a very specific face that one has to put on when playing music to babies. The smile must be constant, of course, unwavering, and you have to sort of bob your head up and down in an exaggerated manner as you play. I haven’t been able to pick my own repertoire, but if I had, I’d have given ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ a miss because I hate the stereotypes: ‘The mummies on the bus go chatter, chatter, chatter, all day long,’ because clearly they’re not capable of very much else, while ‘the daddies on the bus go ssh ssh ssh.’  Is that the daddies telling the mummies to stop chattering? I don’t like it.


I’m watching as all the mummies in this class are singing along with such enthusiasm and I wonder if they’ve really thought about what they’re doing, about the values that they’re instilling in their little ones by subscribing to such brazen chauvinism. One little baby, a bow clipped across her barely visible hair to signal, beyond reasonable doubt, that she’s a girl, clearly objects to the song, because as we get to the last chorus, she blasts out a clump of white vomit, all over her mother’s cream jumper. She’s sitting right by me, so I keep going with my right hand, reach into my left sleeve for a tissue and pass it to her. She smiles and I force one back, but it stings.


I finish up with ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’, a sure-fire crowd-pleaser, and then at the end I stand up, turn towards the audience and take a little bow. There’s a flutter of applause and that always makes me feel good. And then very quickly, everyone goes off into their own world: one woman folding up a portable changing mat while trying to stop her son from crying, another getting frustrated as the zip gets stuck on her daughter’s coat. In a cluster are three mums, clutching their babies on their shoulders, arranging a coffee date for tomorrow morning.


I pick up my tote bag from the floor, put on my coat and scuttle out, hoping to make it through the sea of faces without interruption. I can’t engage with any of these people. I can’t break down in public.


Just as I reach the exit, I feel a tap on my shoulder and freeze.


‘Victoria! I thought it was you.’


I turn round and Lauren comes straight towards me, bringing me into a tight embrace. She’s dressed casually, in a pink vest and grey tracksuit bottoms. I catch a whiff of her hair: it smells delicious, of raspberries and coconuts, and I bet she hasn’t even washed it this morning.


‘Lauren, hi! I didn’t know you were here.’


In theory, Lauren is someone I should feel comfortable hugging. She’s married to Andy, Jamie’s best friend, and even if she and I aren’t the most natural fit to be best buddies, we get along well enough and keep up the pretence, when necessary, that we enjoy spending time together. It doesn’t help that there’s always been a bit of rivalry between us, given that I used to date her husband, albeit briefly.


She continues the embrace, drawing her head back and looking straight at me, her thumbs massaging the tops of my arms. I can’t make eye contact with her and I don’t want her to touch me. I don’t want anyone to touch me, because I feel dirty and ruined.


‘Isla and I were right at the back; we arrived a bit late. Anyway, how are you doing? Did you get my message? I don’t know what to say. I … I just can’t believe that this has happened to you. After everything.’


She’s got her head in a tilt, that universal signifier of sympathy, but I don’t want that from her right now. If I’m going to talk about it with her, with anyone, I need to be prepared. I can’t have this interaction sprung on me like this.


‘Thanks, Lauren. It’s … yeah … it’s been hard. I don’t really feel in a place to talk about it yet.’


Lauren darts back and places a hand to her mouth, as if she’s said something out of place. She hasn’t. I understand the impulse to ask. I’m just not ready.


‘I’m sorry, doll. You know, I’m always here. We are always here, if you want to chat. I know you’re not really a phone person, but if you and Jamie want to come round for dinner … Or if you want to pop round on your own, any time, for a girls’ chat, my door’s always open.’


I bite my bottom lip and catch a bit of dry skin. I’m not her doll and I don’t want a girls’ chat. We wouldn’t even be friends if our husbands weren’t obsessed with each other. And what does that mean, ‘not a phone person’? I can be a phone person if I want to be.


‘Thanks, Lauren. I really need to get back to the flat. I’ve got another gig tomorrow, a proper one, and I haven’t even looked at the sheet music yet.’


That’s a lie, but a small one compared to others that we’ve told over the past four weeks.


‘Oh, that’s great. Good to hear that you’re able to dive back into work. Keeps your mind off things, I guess. Hang on a sec, Isla wants to say hello. Isla?!’


Isla, our god-daughter, who recently turned two, is just behind Lauren, trying to grab a toy car from another little girl. She’s looking so much more stable on her feet than when I last saw her.


‘Isla, come and say hello to Auntie Victoria, will you?’


Her face lights up to see me and she comes bounding over, lifting her arms to be picked up. I lift her up and immediately feel a sharp pain in my groin.


‘Hello, darling,’ I say, swallowing hard.


I run my hand through her hair, dirty blonde and curly, and kiss her forehead. She’s looking down at my tummy.


‘Baby, baby!’


I put her down, too roughly, and Lauren ushers her over. When we went round to theirs a few months ago, Jamie thought it would be cute to teach her that there was a baby in my tummy. It’s not her fault.


‘Sorry, Vic. Really sorry. She’s saying that to everyone at the moment.’


Lauren’s staring at my right breast and I put a hand over my top to feel a wet patch. She can’t look me in the eye, but she tries to talk it away by blaming Isla.


‘Isla must be teething again. She’s drooled all over you. Sorry, Vic.’


I rub the patch vigorously, willing the wetness to evaporate. We both know that’s not drool. I scurry away without saying goodbye.


When I get back to the flat, I head straight into the kitchen and open the freezer. I pull my top up over my head, unclasp my bra and place a bag of ice on my left breast, a bag of frozen sweetcorn on my right. I drop my head down, soothed by the numbing. I look at the bra dangling down, a frumpy beige padded thing, and bring it to my nose. The sweet smell of the milk stain hits me at the back of the throat.


I’m in a little studio in Deptford, just south of the river. I inherited it from my dad and it’s currently sitting empty between tenants. I lived here with Jamie when we first moved in together and I’ve come back for a few days of space, to try to make sense of the incomprehensible nightmare of the last few weeks. I place my bag down on the worktop and notice that the zip’s open. I riffle through it, but nothing seems to be missing. I remove my phone and attach it to the charger that’s plugged in next to the kettle. Then I unzip my skirt, letting it fall in a creased clump on the tiled floor, and walk over to the sink.


I take out a used mug, angle it very closely under the tap on top of all the dirty dishes and glasses, and fill it with water. I down it in one – it’s lukewarm, but I don’t care – fill it up again, down it again and gasp for breath. I look around. This kitchen is an absolute tip, but I don’t have the energy to clear it up. I’d like to think that once upon a time I was quite house-proud, but I don’t feel the same connection to this flat as I did a few years ago and I’m totally lacking in motivation to keep it clean.


I go to the fridge and peer inside. There’s an open packet of salami, which I put to my nose, sniff and then throw in the bin.


I fill the mug again, step over yesterday’s clothes, shuffle past the empty pizza box from Wednesday, and climb into bed, spilling a bit of water on the pillow next to me as I lie down. I look at my phone and the display is dim because the battery is so low. I have to squint to read it: seven missed calls and three voicemails. I take a swig of water and dial to listen to the voicemails.


Message 1, yesterday at 21:22 hours:
Hi, darling, it’s Mum. I thought maybe we could meet for lunch next week, at Salieri’s? I’m desperate to see you. I know you don’t want to talk about what happened and I’m not going to force you. Just think it might do you some good to get out and about. Give me a ring when you have a second and let’s get something in the diary, yes? Much love and all the best, Mum.


I know it’s you, Mum. You don’t need to sign off a voicemail like it’s a letter. And of course she’s suggested a restaurant that’s just round the corner from her house. As long as it’s convenient for her. I’ll call back tomorrow.


Message 2, today at 13:02 hours:
Victoria, it’s me. Jamie. I need to speak to you. We need to talk about the letter. Who do you think sent it? Maybe someone saw us. I’m freaking out here by myself. I need you. We need each other. I love you.


Message 3, today at 14:42 hours:
Oh, hello there. This is a message for Victoria Rawlinson. Emma here, calling from the midwifery team at Ivy Lane surgery. Just wanted to touch base to check in on how you and baby are doing because I’ve got a DNA, Did Not Attend, for your appointment on the 12th of March.


Hopefully it’s good news and it means baby’s made an appearance, but do give me a ring back when you can just so we can get all the records updated. We’ll also need to schedule a couple of follow-up appointments, just to make sure both you and baby are doing OK. Give me a ring at the surgery. All right, then, bye for now.


I fling my phone on the floor and hear a crack as the case detaches itself. Jamie has been trying to talk to me about the letter since Saturday. And the midwife. That’s another thing Jamie and I hadn’t anticipated. My head feels heavy as it hits the pillow. The curtains are drawn and have been for the last few days. Though there’s still sunlight shining through the edges, I know it won’t take long for me to drift off. Sleep is such a solace for me now – an escape from the persistent voice in my head that reminds me, during every waking hour, of what happened to Danny. And of what I did. What I was made to do.





Chapter 5



Victoria


Saturday, 6 March, 8.18 a.m.


‘Victoria, I’ve just found my Monopoly boot keyring on the floor by Barry and Fiona’s bedroom. I’m sure I left the keys on the bedside table when we first got into the room. Do you think they took them? I’ve been knocking on their bedroom door, but they’re either ignoring me or they’ve gone somewhere and locked us in.’


I haven’t had a contraction for a few minutes and have levered myself up. I’m sat on a wooden chair beside the kitchen table. My vision is a bit blurred and there’s a ringing in my ears. What is he talking about?


‘Can you just chill out, please? The contractions are still really far apart. I’m fine. Remember at the antenatal class? They said don’t bother going into hospital until you have three every ten minutes.’


‘Yeah, but who knows how far we are from the nearest hospital? And how on earth are we going to get there without the car keys?’


Jamie’s face has taken on a pale green hue and his breath­ing is getting heavier, shorter. His left knee is shaking and he’s pacing round the kitchen, edging towards me and then retreating, trying all the windows in the kitchen, pushing and pulling, but none of them will budge.


‘Jamie, I need you to calm down. The keys probably just slipped out of your pocket when you took your trousers off last night. Have you checked the room thoroughly? Under the bed?’


I can’t count the number of times he says he’s lost his keys or his wallet and then found them seconds later down the back of the sofa or behind the bed. I can’t focus on this now. I’m counting breaths in and out from my nose, reaching ten and then starting again from one. I’ve had Braxton Hicks contractions for a few weeks, ‘a rehearsal for the real deal’, as the midwife put it. But this feels different – much deeper, more pronounced.


The prospect of giving birth for the first time has terrified me and I’ve spent all these months visualising it, thinking about positions and playlists and pain relief to try to take as much control as possible. Giving birth like this was never part of the plan. The pregnancy has been straightforward so far, but what happens if something goes wrong now? What if the baby is distressed and stops breathing as he comes out? What happens if I tear, as so many women do, and I bleed and bleed then lose consciousness, dying here and now, aged thirty-four, on the kitchen floor in a stranger’s house?


‘Have you got your phone, Jamie? Let’s call for an ambulance, just in case.’


Jamie searches in the pockets of his pyjamas, looking hopeless, hot and lost.


‘Jamie, why are you looking in your pockets? They’re upstairs on charge. Do you want me to go and find them?’


I breathe out slowly through my mouth, push down on my thighs, stand and brush past him, and he follows me up the stairs.


‘You should be taking it easy, Victoria. I can get the phones.’


I make my way to the table on the left-hand side of the bed while Jamie carries on to the right. I can see the white wire of my iPhone dangling across the table, but no phone. I get closer and look behind the table – strain to kneel and look under the bed, against the wall. Where the hell is my phone? And Jamie is doing the same on his side, holding an unconnected wire and rummaging around, increasingly panicked.


‘They’ve taken our phones. They’ve gone off with our phones and our car keys.’


What?


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jamie. What would they want with our phones?’


Jamie rushes past me, along the corridor and down the stairs. I follow him this time, afraid that he’ll trip in his hurry, lose his step on his way down, go tumbling forwards.


‘Be careful, J. Hold on to the banister.’


‘There’s a landline,’ he calls back as he reaches the bottom of the stairs. ‘We’ll call 999 from the landline.’


I take it easy, because I know that another contraction must be imminent. I’m bracing myself for another wave of agony, another dive into the depths of this unfamiliar pain. I make my way slowly to the kitchen and find Jamie turning the dial on an old-fashioned red phone on the corner of the worktop. It’s one of those antique corded ones that your grandma has – a hefty brick with a dial in the middle that makes a laborious, winding sound as you drag each number clockwise. He turns to look at me, his face totally devoid of colour now, his eyes wide, bright, petrified.


‘It’s dead. There’s no dialling tone.’


‘It’s probably just not plugged in, Jamie,’ I say as I head over to his side of the kitchen. ‘No one uses landlines these days.’


I look down at the connection. The white wire to the wall has been cut. Jamie bends down to pick up a folded piece of white paper. He unfolds it and, as I feel the next wave of pressure burn from the base of my spine, we stand together, reading, while Jamie says it out loud.


You’re in safe hands. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth.





Chapter 6



Jamie


Monday, 5 April


I know they’re talking about me. I don’t blame them – it’s a great story. I’m in my office and they obviously don’t realise that the walls aren’t fully soundproofed. How dare they! I run this business – I founded it. Ultimately, I pay all of their salaries, fund their family holidays, allow them to pay their mortgages. I could fire them all on the spot. That would give them something to talk about.


‘It’s just so sad after everything they’ve been through. That poor wife of his – three rounds of IVF and now this. It’s just so easy to take it all for granted, isn’t it?’


Palvhi was my first hire at KnowScam. The first person I brought in to help with the financial modelling before we started looking for investors. Over the last few years, I’ve probably spent more time with her than I have with Victoria, poring over forecasts into the early hours of the morning, preparing for board presentations. I couldn’t have got here without her, but she also has a lot to thank me for, really. And yet here she is, holding court at a large round table in our office.
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