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			Prologue

			Did you know the number 1 cause of death in pregnant women is murder?

			Yes, that’s right.

			The number 1 cause of death. Not complications with the pregnancy, or the delivery of the baby.

			No.

			Murder.

			Allow yourself a few moments to let that sink in.

			As a pregnant woman, you are intensely vulnerable. More likely to be the victim of violent trauma than if you weren’t pregnant. And twice as likely to die from it.

			Now, I know what you’re thinking – you’re thinking that they’re talking about jealous husbands, reluctant fathers . . . sociopaths who see the baby as an inconvenience, a problem to get rid of.

			But there are other ways to murder people, aren’t there? Neglect. Negligence.

			Let’s examine that phrase, ‘violent trauma’.

			Think about that for a minute too.

			It fits, doesn’t it?

			So, tell me now. Deep down, in your heart of hearts.

			Do you think what you did was murder?

			Because I do.

		

	
		
			THE JOURNEY

		

	
		
			Nicky

			Right now, I can’t think of anything I want to do less than go on a yoga retreat. Even worse, a prenatal yoga retreat.

			‘It’ll be good for you,’ Jon grins. ‘Cheer up.’

			‘Did I say that out loud?’ I say, staring down at my suitcase. ‘I really am losing my mind.’

			At that moment, my youngest, Seb, comes screaming into the bedroom and jumps on the bed.

			He. Never. Stops. Three years old and he’s hit peak toddler-energy. I don’t even get the respite of a lunchtime nap any more. It’s pure torture.

			Sorry, I mustn’t think things like that. It’s pure joy, of course, being his mother. Pure agonising joy.

			Seb starts bouncing as Jon grins at him. My head pounds. The contents of my suitcase spring out and onto the bed with every jump.

			‘Sebby, not now,’ I say. ‘Seriously. Not now.’

			‘Mummy, I brought your toothbrush and toothpaste!’ Benjamin comes rushing into the room.

			‘Ah, sweetie, thank you,’ I say, leaning down and stroking his cheek. ‘That’s very kind of you. Oh . . .’

			The lid of the toothpaste isn’t on properly, and as Benjamin handed it to me, giving it a good squeeze for luck, it covered my hands in sticky paste.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to get away?’ Jon says, passing me a baby wipe. He wraps his arms around Seb.

			I laugh. Perhaps he’s right.

			‘I just feel bad leaving you to cope with these ruffians alone!’

			‘I’m sorry, Mummy,’ Ben says, taking the wipe from me and putting it in the bin.

			‘Oh, sweetie, that’s OK, it was an accident. And talking of accidents . . .’ I turn to Jon. ‘There’s another reason I’m slightly dreading this trip. Three whole nights of Auntie Bonnie. I’m not sure I can bear it. I can’t begin to imagine how she’s got herself into this situation. You don’t understand, Jon. You don’t know what she’s like.’

			‘She’s your sister, and I’ve known her her whole life. I bloody well do know what she’s like.’

			Seb squeaks with laughter, clapping a hand over his mouth.

			‘Naughty word, Daddy!’ Ben says. ‘Go sit on the naughty step!’

			I laugh at my, yes, adorable son and smile at my lovely, supportive, kind husband. I have nothing to complain about.

			I’m exhausted, but what pregnant mother of two children under eight isn’t? Nothing unusual about that.

			Perhaps Jon is right. Perhaps this break is what I need. It’ll help me get my head together, sort out my feelings once and for all. And Bonnie’s not always difficult. I haven’t seen her for a while. Perhaps pregnancy isn’t the worst thing that could have happened to her. Perhaps the yoga retreat will actually work wonders on us both. Perhaps I’ll get some actual sleep.

			Perhaps she’ll finally tell me who the father of her baby is.

			I should stop being so cynical.

			‘It looks great, you know,’ Jon says, as Seb tries to koala-climb over his back. ‘The views over the valley are incredible. Rolling fields, grazing sheep, the lot. I’m quite jealous. Did you know they were featured in Grand Designs magazine last year? Eco-build of the year?’

			‘Yes, yes, Bonnie told me,’ I say. I know I should be impressed by all that stuff, but really, I don’t have the energy any more. I’m trying to think what would impress me these days. I reckon a night of uninterrupted sleep is the only thing that would do it. But somehow, I don’t think sleeping in a tent in the Devon countryside is going to offer me that either.

			Oh God, when did I become such a grump?

			‘I looked it up last night,’ Jon says. ‘When you went to bed.’

			‘Oh,’ I say, looking back at him.

			‘Sorry, I didn’t think you’d want to see it. You know, it’d ruin the surprise.’

			‘No, you’re right,’ I reply. ‘But tell me – please tell me there are baths and proper toilets?’

			Jon grins again. It’s endearing, how happy he is with his lot. And I know we are incredibly lucky: plenty of money, a nice house, no health worries, two gorgeous sons, and a bun in the oven.

			But . . . it wasn’t meant to be there, this new bun. It was never meant to be.

			One anniversary night of passion, and here I am. Pregnant at forty-two with a baby that was never in the life plan.

			I was so looking forward to going back to work this year. When I found out I was pregnant I sobbed for hours, but no one seemed to understand. I confided in my only friend with three children, Sarah, hoping she’d get it. But she just told me how wonderful it was to have three.

			‘The third really is the icing on the cake. And just think – another year of maternity leave!’ she said, winking.

			She didn’t get it. I loved my children, but I missed my job.

			And the hardest thing of all is that Jon and I are on completely different pages. He’s so happy about it.

			‘There are definitely proper toilets,’ he says, sensing my stress. ‘I don’t think there are baths though. Sorry, Nicks.’

			‘No baths! Mummy, you are going to be really smelly!’ Ben says, with fascinated glee.

			‘I’m only going for three nights,’ I reply. ‘Mummy will be just fine. Right, you lot, are you going to help me get my luggage to the car?’

		

	
		
			Bonnie

			‘You’re really going through with this then?’ Jeremy says, spooning cereal into his mouth.

			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I am.’

			‘How are you even paying for it?’ he says. A line of milk trickles down his chin and he wipes it away on the back of his hand. I roll my eyes. As flatmates go, Jeremy’s not bad, but his table manners leave a lot to be desired. ‘I looked it up and it’s crazy money.’

			‘I told you, my sister’s husband is paying,’ I reply. ‘It’s the least he can do . . .’

			Jeremy’s eyes sparkle.

			‘Oooh, goss?’

			‘Oh God, nothing, just the usual middle-class angst,’ I say, zipping my bag shut. ‘Nicky was very excited about going back to work. She’s a bit disappointed about having to put that on hold again thanks to baby number three coming along uninvited. That’s all. I guess he feels bad, so this is his way of treating her. Throw some cash at the problem. It’s easy for the men, isn’t it? They get to be parents without having to do any of the hard stuff.’

			‘I wouldn’t know and I don’t want to find out,’ Jeremy says, standing up and putting the now-empty cereal bowl down on the one patch of my chest of drawers that isn’t cluttered with stuff.

			How the hell am I going to have a baby, living here? How am I actually going to do it? There isn’t even enough room for my own things.

			There’s so much riding on this weekend. It has to work out. It just has to. Otherwise I’ll have to see if I can rent somewhere else. Somewhere on my own.

			The thought of that is overwhelming.

			‘I’m off, boo. I’ve got a dance class. Have a good . . . trip.’

			I look up at Jeremy and he smiles.

			‘Be careful, you crazy idiot,’ he says. ‘Love you.’

			‘Love you too,’ I say, and he slips out of the room before I have time to offer him any similarly patronising advice. Like: ‘Take your bloody cereal bowl with you, you lazy bastard!’

			I stare down at my rucksack. The woman running The Sanctuary sent over an extensive list of ‘suggested items’ we might like to bring when we booked our place. I read it over again:

			 

			
					Clothes suitable for yoga

					Wellies or walking boots

					Waterproof clothing for walks in the woods (long trousers are advised as there are stinging nettles and brambles)

					Slippers or other indoor shoes

					Comfortable clothes for mealtimes

					Yoga mats are provided but you can of course bring your own

					Please be sure to bring enough layers appropriate for the time of year

					Luxury white robes, towels and linens are provided

			

			 

			Waterproof clothing? Walking boots? Who has all this stuff anyway?

			If I’ve forgotten anything then Nicky will lend me whatever it is, I’m sure. She thinks I’m so useless, she’s probably packed two toothbrushes just in case.

			Knocked up at twenty-two, during my final year of catering college. That’s how she sees me and my pregnancy. As the literal worst thing that could have happened.

			I get it, though. From the outside, my life looks like a mess. After all, at the moment I’m living in a shared student house, one bathroom between four of us. I’ve got the biggest bedroom – the main, at the front of this run-down ’30s terrace – but even so, it’d be a squeeze to fit a cot in here and all the paraphernalia I know comes with babies.

			I’ve seen it – the way baby stuff just spreads and spreads until it takes over every available surface, from floor to ceiling. I remember how house-proud Nicky was on the family WhatsApp when Benjamin was first born, telling us all how painstakingly she and Jon tidied away his toys every night, reclaiming their ‘adult time’.

			‘It’s important we maintain our identity as a couple, not just as mum and dad,’ she’d declared. Dad had no idea what to make of it, but to me it felt as though she was protesting just a bit too much.

			She kept telling us how Benjamin was the perfect baby – the one who did everything by the book – and boy, were they smug about it. And then Seb was born. Ha bloody ha. And now look at them. The last time I went to theirs, the place was a tip. She told me she barely had the energy to tidy up her own crap these days.

			I shift over to the mirror, regard my reflection. I’m wearing a loose tie-dye kaftan over some patterned leggings, my ankles skinny against my Buffalo trainers. I’m only thirteen weeks pregnant, and given how scrawny I’ve always been, there’s absolutely no way you’d be able to tell yet, if I’m wearing loose clothes. If anything, I’ve lost weight. I haven’t actually been sick, but I’ve been so worried about how it will turn out that I’ve lost my appetite.

			Nicky’s the opposite, eating everything in sight. We couldn’t be more different really. She takes after her mum, I take after mine. But she’s all right, considering she’s twenty years older than me and the only thing we really share is a father. As older sisters go, things could have been a lot worse.

			And even though it wasn’t really my intention, this weekend is going to be a good opportunity for us to bond. Spend some more time together.

			I smile at my reflection. I’ve been waiting for this weekend for what feels like an eternity, and now it’s finally here.

			It’s going to be an interesting few days for sure.

			I turn around, shove the last of my things into my rucksack and zip it up, hauling it over my shoulders. Time to go.

			Clear eyes, full heart, can’t lose.

		

	
		
			Georgia

			I’m busy contemplating whether or not to take a bikini, and indeed, whether any even still fit me, when I hear the FaceTime ringtone calling from the living room.

			Brett.

			I rush through and catch his call just in time. I feel my heart juddering and a strange nervous sickness as the screen fills with the image of his handsome face.

			‘Hello, baby,’ he says, his sharp eyes slightly bloodshot. ‘How’s my favourite girl? Did you manage to get back to sleep?’

			‘A little bit, thank you,’ I say. He only left for the airport a few hours ago yet it feels as though he’s been away for months. We have grown so used to being together. It’s all been so quick. ‘I miss you already though. Flight on time?’

			‘So far,’ he says. ‘Looks pretty quiet too. I’m just in the lounge. Had some breakfast and managed to get a bit of work done.’

			He rubs his eyes.

			‘I hope you get some sleep on the plane or you’ll be so tired in your meetings.’

			‘Ha. You know me, I don’t do tired. You’re so sweet to worry about me when it’s you who we need to be worrying about. You and the jellybean,’ he says, glancing around as though checking no one else can see, and then blowing me a kiss.

			I feel a surge of longing, an ache at the lack of his physical presence. We’ve not even been together for a year yet, but we’ve barely left each other’s sides since we met.

			This is the first time he has had to travel for work, and it’s as hideous as I imagined. When he left earlier this morning, I vomited for the first time since I was about four months gone.

			‘We’re fine,’ I say. ‘Missing you.’ Tears spring to my eyes. When did I get so needy? This pregnancy has seemingly obliterated my old personality. Confident, polished, self-assured. The sort of woman who surprised her boyfriend by turning up for dinner dates without any knickers on.

			But now. Now I’m pathetic. Snivelling and needy on the end of the phone, hoping he won’t go off me now I’m fat and miserable.

			Where has that confidence gone? It’s the most bizarre experience.

			I stroke my bump. I want this baby more than anything. But still, I never expected my personality to change along with my body.

			‘When do you leave for your spa break?’ he says.

			‘It’s not a spa break!’ I say, suddenly panicked. The anxiety claws at me: He didn’t listen to a word you said about it. He doesn’t love you. He’s going to leave you. ‘I told you! It’s a prenatal yoga retreat.’

			‘Honey, I was joking,’ he says, smiling, an edge to his voice. I exhale. Is he cross with me? I can’t tell. ‘I know it’s a prenatal yoga retreat. I even know that it’s at a place called The Sanctuary. And that it’s two miles outside Okehampton in Devon. And that it’s going to take four and a half hours to get to from your flat in Notting Hill.’

			‘What?’ I say, open-mouthed. ‘How did you . . .’

			He grins. His perfect American smile. My mother is obsessed with the whiteness of his teeth. Sometimes, I think she’s more in love with him than I am. She can’t believe my luck.

			I suppose I can’t either.

			‘You ordered an Uber to take you there, honey. On my account. You do know you’re going to have to change cabs in Bristol though? Only you would try to book an Uber all the way to Devon!’

			‘Oh,’ I say, feeling stupid. He’s smiling, but kindly. ‘Yes, of course. The app told me when I booked.’

			‘But I knew the name of it anyway,’ he says. ‘I looked it up last week when you told me about it. There’s lots of pictures of it online. The renovation. What an awesome project. And views to kill for. I’d love to do something like that one day. Get out of the city.’

			‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I can’t wait for some proper country air.’

			‘It looks amazing,’ Brett says. ‘Although the woman running it sounded a bit nuts in the article. No, what do you Brits say? Intense.’

			‘Well, she was really nice to me when I booked my place,’ I say defensively. ‘I told you – she offered it to me for free, without any obligation to feature it in the paper.’

			‘Ha! That’s what she says but . . .’

			‘I know,’ I reply. ‘Well, if it’s good, I’ll feature it. If it’s not, I won’t.’

			‘Sounds fair.’

			‘I’m a journalist beyond reproach, don’t you know! Listen, the baby hasn’t been moving much this morning,’ I say, staring at the corner of the phone screen. ‘Only a little bit. Not like the normal rolling about . . .’

			‘Honey,’ he says, smiling at me. ‘It’ll be fine.’

			He looks tired. I shouldn’t dump this on him. Transference, that’s what they call it. I know the real reason I’m worried, but I can’t be honest about it, so I pin it on something else.

			‘Sorry, I know.’

			‘The woman running the place is some kind of childbirth expert, you couldn’t be in safer hands . . .’ he says.

			‘She’s a qualified midwife,’ I say.

			He laughs.

			‘That’s it. We don’t really have them so much in the US. But she’ll put your mind at ease, I’m sure.’

			‘I know, I know,’ I say, sighing. Brett is always so endlessly rational. But my anxiety isn’t rational. I know that. Doesn’t mean it’s any less real.

			‘I miss you,’ I say, looking him directly in the eyes. He looks exhausted now. I don’t want to add to his load. It’s a big deal, this trip. He’s been up late every night this week preparing for it. ‘Sorry, baby. I’m excited about it, honestly.’

			‘I want you to send me pictures of your tent as soon as you get there.’ He smiles, and again, I wish he was in the room with me, to put his arms around me and protect me from the world.

			Gah, what have I become?!

			A notification flashes up on my phone, briefly obscuring his forehead.

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘My Uber is going to be here in ten. I’d better go, sweetie. I haven’t even finished packing yet.’

			Brett rolls his eyes.

			‘Oh God, the poor guy’ll be waiting ages.’

			‘Ha ha, very funny,’ I say.

			There’s a pause and he gazes at me through the screen. My lovely, lovely boyfriend. Who sees me as perfect. His perfect English girlfriend.

			If only he knew.

			‘Good luck with your meetings,’ I say, my voice suddenly stiff. ‘I miss you.’

			‘I miss you too, honey,’ he says. ‘Have an amazing time.’

			The emotion builds inside me until I feel I might explode. I can’t keep this secret any longer. Suddenly the distance between us feels like a threat, a sign that I need to come clean, because what if I don’t and something happens and . . .

			‘Wait . . .’ I say, but he doesn’t hear me. He simply blows me a kiss and hangs up.

			I stare back at the suitcase, a single tear making its way down my face.

		

	
		
			Poppy

			It’s the first time Poppy has missed having a car since she broke up with Ant.

			She had completely forgotten about the car. It’s the little things like this that keep surprising her.

			The journey to Devon takes just over two hours, then at Exeter St David’s she waits for a bus to Okehampton. From there, she will have to catch a taxi from the town centre to The Sanctuary.

			It seems crazy that it should take that long to get there, when it’s really not that far at all. But the car, like so many other things, was something she left behind, without thinking about, when she walked out on their marriage.

			Not that she had any choice.

			She gazes out of the window as the train hurtles through Bridgwater. They’ll be going through Taunton next. Despite her frustration at how long the journey takes, it feels good to be on this high-speed train. To be speeding away from everything, and towards . . . well, who knows?

			Towards something. The hope of an end to the pain, at the very least.

			But it’s going to be strange for her, to be in Exeter again, no matter how briefly.

			It’s crazy, in fact, to think that she’ll never go back to their house. That it’s not even their house any more. It’s sold. No longer even ‘subject to contract’. But properly sold, to Mr and Mrs Shaw and their two daughters, aged two and four.

			They will settle in nicely, of course. After all, who couldn’t love it? Poppy and Ant had done it up to the nines. The Shaws were the first family to view it, and they put an offer in two hours later.

			Ant said they should have asked for more money, was angry with the estate agent for pricing it too low. It was just another sign of how wrong everything had become – that those were his priorities, that that was where he chose to focus his energy.

			Poppy hopes the house brings the Shaws more luck than it brought them.

			Her hand rests on her bump. It’s always a surprise when she feels it there. Sixteen weeks gone – or is it seventeen? She can never remember. She ought to write it down.

			She pulls out the book that she brought for the journey, but she can’t concentrate and the type swims before her eyes as she tries to read. She’s not interested in these fictional people with their fictional problems. Not when she has so many of her own real-life ones to confront.

			She takes a deep breath. It’s going to be OK. This weekend couldn’t have come at a better time.

			She smiles and takes another look out of the window. It’s drizzling, typical Somerset weather. But it’s what makes the countryside so lush and green, so who is she to complain? And anyway, the forecast for Devon is bright sunshine. She likes that idea – that she is leaving the rain behind.

			Her phone buzzes in her lap.

			It’s Ant.

			Are you OK? Called your mum’s when you didn’t pick up but she said you’ve gone away for the weekend? Where? She was cagey. Hope you’re all right. I’m finding it hard. Love you x

			She takes a sharp intake of breath. Love you? What right does he have to say such things to her? He doesn’t love her, not really. If he did, they’d still be together. He would have coped. He would have supported her. Been the husband she needed.

			Tears spring to her eyes and she lets them trickle down until they reach her lips. The lady sitting opposite her on the train glances up, sees she is crying, furrows her brow. Poppy tries to reassure her with a weak smile – the last thing she wants is anyone asking if she’s OK – but the woman looks away. So Poppy turns her head back towards the rain instead, and tries not to think of Ant. Of the mess they got themselves into. How they couldn’t survive the wreckage, despite how strong they once were.

			Just over a year ago, everything was so different. The extension was almost finished, the new bedroom beautifully decorated with vintage Laura Ashley wallpaper – fit for a princess about to celebrate her first birthday. But she never even got to spend a single night in it.

			Poppy told the woman running the retreat – Selina – about her situation when she booked her place. She hadn’t gone into details, just told her the bare bones.

			Selina had taken a day to reply.

			I’m terribly, terribly sorry to hear what you’ve been through, she wrote. But how wonderful that you are expecting again. I’m sure you and your husband must be very concerned. But we will do everything we can to ensure we work on your anxiety and set you up for the best possible outcome in this pregnancy. As a midwife, I have extensive experience working with prenatal mums and many tried and tested techniques . . .

			The message went on and on. Poppy was quite amazed that Selina had turned an email that was meant to be full of condolence and sympathy into a way of boasting about her achievements.

			Poppy inhales, exhales, closes her eyes and tries to find some kind of inner peace. But that’s not what’s inside her. Not yet anyway.

			The woman opposite gazes at her again, then her eyes rest on Poppy’s bump.

			Pregnancy is often one of the most anxious times in a woman’s life.

			Well, yes, indeed.

			Let’s hope this weekend can fix her.

			Otherwise who knows what she might do.

		

	
		
			Selina

			I’m in the last yurt, making sure everything is ‘just so’ when Will comes to find me. The guests are paying a lot for this weekend. Everything has to be perfect.

			‘Your hands are shaking,’ he says, but it’s more in irritation than concern. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘Everything has to be just right,’ I say, smoothing out the duvet again. ‘We can’t afford for anything to go wrong.’

			He stares at me.

			‘It was your idea to invite the journalist to stay for free! She’ll have stayed at the best of the best. But more than that, she’ll know people. Important people. And if she has a great time and decides to review us properly . . .’

			Will sighs.

			‘Calm down,’ he says. ‘It’s all going to be fine.’

			‘I just can’t believe we had a cancellation. It’s going to be such a small group. No atmosphere . . .’ I stutter. Before I know it, the tears are streaming. ‘And we aren’t even able to keep the deposit.’

			If only Will had taken more of an interest, helped me out with the booking process, he might have pointed out that we should have a refund policy in place. But no, it was all on me. I had to set up everything. He was too grumpy that we weren’t running a cooking retreat, as he’d wanted. But they’re ten a penny round here. I wanted to do something unique.

			He takes a step closer towards me. He doesn’t put his arm around me though. Doesn’t make any attempt to comfort me at all.

			What has happened to us? What has happened to our relationship? He loved me so much once. And now . . . everything we’ve worked so hard to build . . .

			‘Selina,’ he says slowly. I can see the effort it’s taking him. How hard it is for him to feel warmth towards me. ‘It’s all fine. The tent looks magnificent. We have four guests arriving and they are going to have an amazing time. This is what you’ve – we’ve – worked so hard for, for so long. You have nothing to be upset about.’

			‘But why did there have to be a cancellation? It was all going to be perfect!’

			‘Selina! You said the poor woman had a miscarriage; you can’t exactly blame her for cancelling.’

			‘Oh God, I know. I wasn’t . . . I didn’t mean to be callous. I know, it’s terrible for her. It’s not that I don’t feel sorry for her, it’s just . . .’

			He gives a tiny, almost imperceptible snort.

			‘Of course I do,’ I continue. ‘I just mean . . . why did she have to have a miscarriage? Why do I always have such bad luck?’

			He sighs.

			‘I think she’s the one that really had the bad luck,’ Will says coldly. And there it is again: that curdle of disgust. The way he really feels about me. I’m sick to my stomach. How can I get him back? It’s been months now, and nothing has worked. ‘Let’s just concentrate on getting through the next few days and making them as good as possible for our guests. Especially the journalist. We need this to work, remember?’

			‘Yes, thank you,’ I reply. ‘I’m aware of that.’

			‘Well then.’

			‘What happens if someone else pulls out?’

			‘No one else is going to pull out,’ Will says firmly. ‘It’s going to be absolutely fine. And the tent looks incredible.’

			‘I’m exhausted and they’re not even here yet. Some yoga teacher I’m going to be.’

			‘You’ll pull it out of the bag. You’re good at . . . what you do,’ Will says. His voice is softer, but it still feels as though he’s humouring me. Playing a role.

			I sniff. I can’t face the battle. He needs to accept the way things are now. He has to forgive me.

			‘At least the weather is good,’ I say. ‘Record-breaking for May. The valley’s never looked more beautiful. I mean, they can’t help but be impressed by that, can they?’

			‘Do you want some more good news?’ Will says, ignoring me.

			‘More than some,’ I say.

			‘Badger’s agreed to do the wildflower meadow tour on Sunday.’

			‘Oh. That’s good.’

			‘It is. Right, well, if you’ve finally stopped fussing, then I’ll get back to the kitchen and start prepping the lunch.’

			He leaves without giving me a chance to thank him.

			Fussing! I stand back a little, looking around the tent. I’ve put my heart and soul into this place and it’s impeccable.

			The finest bed linen, Moroccan kilims on the floor, a wood-burning stove in one corner perfectly laid with logs and kindling so that all our guests have to do is strike a match and sit back and enjoy the flames. Plentiful fluffy white towels stacked on the bed. Bottles of mineral water from the local spring, complete with recycled glasses – the same type they have at Soho Farmhouse. I got a bargain set on eBay. They’re seconds but no one will notice.

			There’s an oil diffuser and a selection of essential oils for them to pick their favourite. I’ve even filled a little vase on the bedside table with wildflowers picked this morning. Outside the tent, there are brand new wellies available for our guests to wear if the field is muddy.

			It’s all so much nicer than the things I’ve lived with my whole life, but to get the money, we have to go upmarket.

			A little shiver of excitement flows through me. My mood has turned, finally. I can’t wait for them to arrive. OK, there are only four of them coming now, and we shelled out for five eye-wateringly expensive bell tents, but even so, it’s a good trial run. Our first paying guests.

			And OK, one of them isn’t actually paying because Will had the admittedly genius idea of offering her the space for free, in the hope that she writes up a review for her paper. But even so, she was prepared to pay, so that shows we’ve got something people want. I’ve worked on the yoga schedule painstakingly, ensuring it provides everything a pregnant woman could need and want from a prenatal retreat.

			There’s just one thing clouding it all.

			Kai.

			But hopefully he won’t be a problem. Not this weekend. He knows how important it is to me, to all of us. I told him it was for his own good to stay out of the way, to do as he’s told, to trust me. I’m hopeful he’ll manage to keep himself together.

			But he’s been so delicate lately . . . prone to bursting into tears at the drop of a hat, vacillating between anger and misery. If one of them just looks at him the wrong way, then who knows what he’ll do, or what he’ll say.

			I shake my head. I’m not going to let my worries about Kai ruin this. This moment of perfection. We are on the cusp of something life-changing, I can feel it.

			If you work hard enough, you will be rewarded.

			It’s high time I was rewarded.

			I hear the crunch of car wheels against gravel and I feel a flutter of excitement. I smooth down my top.

			It’s happening. Finally.

			The first guest has arrived.

		

	
		
			THE ARRIVAL

		

	
		
			The Arrival

			On a day like today, when the sky is clear, this place is beautiful. Like nowhere on earth.

			When it’s grey and drizzly, it feels like a symbol of all the despair in the world.

			Even so, I can see why someone might live here.

			Remote enough to be private. But not completely cut off from civilisation. There’s the neighbouring farm, of course, just an eight-minute stroll away, with their fresh eggs left by the roadside daily.

			To get back to the rest of the world, the soul-dragging convenience of Co-op and Boots, all you have to do is hop in the car and in ten minutes you’re in Okehampton, with its typical Devonshire market-town charms.

			Or lack of.

			But here, you are tucked away from the world, nestled in a tight valley and surrounded by woodland.

			The track down to the farm is hidden and, if you do find it, unforgiving. No rambler who stumbles across it would choose to wander down its windy, uneven path. The trees bend overhead and meet in the middle as though the weight of the world presses down on their branches.

			The only sign that The Sanctuary even exists is a small hand-painted wedge of wood propped up against the hedgerow by the turning.

			It’s clear that unexpected visitors are not welcome here. Invitation only.

			Twelve acres of land all to yourself.

			The perfect place to commit a crime, eh?

			The perfect place to bury a secret.

		

	
		
			Nicky

			As I make my way out of our small village and join the motorway, something strange happens.

			I begin to relax.

			I can’t remember the last time I drove somewhere just for me. All the car journeys I make these days seem to involve ferrying the boys around, or driving to my mum’s to drop off supplies, or to the supermarket or somewhere equally mundane.

			The sat nav tells me it’s going to take just under two hours to get to The Sanctuary. I can’t remember the last time I had two hours of peace and quiet. Two hours to myself, even if I am stuck in the car.

			A memory from my university years hits me. Driving myself up to Newcastle from my mum’s house in Woburn. I’d scrimped and saved from my part-time job in the supermarket and finally managed to buy myself a car. An old Rover Metro, with 90,000 miles on the clock and a load of rust on the undersides that I tried to ignore.

			I loved that car. Oh, how I loved it! And what it represented: my freedom.

			It was such a liberation to be able to hop in it at any given point and drive, well, anywhere. Without having to ask permission or a favour. I particularly loved those long drives up north, back to uni, Jon, to fun and happiness, a welcome relief after a weekend spent trying to cheer up my lonely mum. I’d burn a CD of songs, make a bacon sandwich and grab a bottle of water, then set myself up in the driver’s seat with everything I could ever want within easy reach and . . . just . . . drive.

			I particularly enjoyed the motorway. The relentless, hypnotic nature of it. Two hours on the M1 just driving, driving, driving.

			And thinking. About everything. About the future. About getting back to Jon. The man I couldn’t keep my hands off. Jon, who, I somehow knew from the second we met, was going to be the man I’d marry and have kids with, even though no one expects their university relationships to last. And I’d think about my career. My determination to become a schoolteacher, and eventually, a head teacher.

			Those long drives should have been a chore, but they were like therapy, back then. Just me and the open road, no distractions.

			Freedom.

			That was how I used to feel, driving back to Jon.

			Like a rock landing in my lap, all the levity I’ve been feeling disappears. I’ve forgotten again.

			I’ve forgotten what’s happening. What’s looming large on the horizon.

			I put my hand over my bloated stomach. Too early to tell what it might be. I just look out of shape, like a mother who’s let herself go.

			Suddenly it’s as though the atmosphere in the car has changed, even though I’m the only one in it.

			I think of the way Jon reached for me in bed last night, his hand snaking under my nightdress, and how, even though it was the last thing I wanted, even though I was utterly exhausted . . .

			How despite all that I lay back on the bed and I let him do what he wanted, because what did it matter now anyway, it was all too late, and I kissed him afterwards and told him I loved him and I cried a little as he buried his head in my neck and said he’d miss me this weekend because I knew, deep down, that I wouldn’t miss him.

			That, if anything, I couldn’t wait to be away from him.

			This pregnancy. I was just getting back on track. Why did it have to happen? Why?

			I am so ashamed of myself for thinking these thoughts, but they persist.

			I’ve had friends over the years who’ve been desperate to have children. They’ve waited months, if not years, have had to resort to expensive treatments to finally get that pink line. And then there are the ones for whom it hasn’t happened at all. It should have happened for them. Not me. Not me and our once-a-month night of watered-down sex.

			I’m angry on their behalf. How dare I not want this baby?

			But I’m forty-two years old, for Christ’s sake. What are the chances?

			Jon loved it when I told him, of course. Made jokes about how fertile he was. He didn’t seem to notice that I was crying. Not to begin with, anyway.

			When he did finally notice how distraught I was, he tried his best to be supportive. To persuade me that it would be OK.

			He tries his best.

			I sniff, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. The speed restrictions ease off, and I put my foot down. I think again of my old car, how if you went over 65 mph it’d start to shake, how I lived in fear that things would start to fall off, but how it only added to the thrill. That feeling of being young, alive and free. It’s so alien to everything I feel now.

			I take a deep breath. The memory of Sebby and Benj this morning comes to my mind. My gorgeous, wonderful boys.

			It’ll be OK. It might even be a girl. Not that I particularly mind. But perhaps it would be nice. It’d bring a different dynamic to the house. Jon would love it, too. He’s got three brothers, has always said he’d love a daughter.

			The clouds ahead of me part, and a shard of bright sunlight strikes the motorway ahead. I think of what awaits: The Sanctuary, the chance to have some time truly to myself, to relax and take the pressure off. The chance to sleep in, with no one interrupting me or demanding anything of my time.

			And there are counselling sessions included. Perhaps the woman running the place can help me come to terms with my situation better.

			The thought lifts me.

			It’ll be OK with the new baby. Of course it will. I’m just tired, and I need a break. I’m overwhelmed right now but the truth is it’s just an unexpected turn in the road. But that’s life.

			And I’ve got a stronger car now. I’ll be able to get through it.

		

	
		
			Bonnie

			We arranged for Nicky to pick me up outside the Dartmoor museum in the centre of Okehampton but she’s late which must mean she’s lost.

			I was planning on getting a bus here but I missed the ten past and in the end couldn’t be arsed with waiting around for the next one so I decided to walk. It’s absolutely boiling and of course I forgot to bring a hat, but it felt good to burn off some of the nervous energy. It’s been making me feel sick to my stomach.

			I’m lucky that the baby hasn’t made me feel sick yet, but women in our family seem to have it quite easy with pregnancies.

			I feel a little bit smug about the fact that being pregnant at my age is actually best for both me and the baby. It’s the optimum time, your early twenties.

			Obviously, Nicky was beyond shocked when I told her I was pregnant. She never mentioned the ‘abortion’ word, but I could tell it was hovering there, at the back of her mind. She’s always been so ambitious, has never been able to understand my desire to drift through life, letting the wind take me where it wanted.

			‘But you’re so smart, Bon,’ she used to say. ‘You could literally be or do anything.’

			‘Anyone can be or do anything,’ I replied. ‘That’s the point of life. It’s called free will.’

			‘See what I mean? Even your pathetic arguments are smart. Why don’t you want to channel that smartness into—’

			‘Something that’ll make me rich?’ I replied. ‘I don’t know. I guess I just don’t see life the same way as you do.’

			I couldn’t tell her the truth. That secretly, this was all I had ever wanted. To be a mother. To have a family of my own.

			I have felt lonely my whole life. I know I’m technically not an only child, but Nicky is so much older than me – more like another mother than a sister. I grew up craving the company of other children, determined to have five or six kids one day.

			I don’t care that it’s unfashionable to want children in your twenties. I don’t have some burning desire to carve out a career just for the sake of it. I want to be at home, cooking for my husband and playing with my kids. And if that makes me a disappointment to feminism, then . . . feminism can go fuck itself.

			I linger on the pavement, wishing I could have a cigarette, thinking about the father of my unborn child. It sounds so serious, so real, when you put it like that, and I smile. I pull out my phone, but as usual, the battery is dead, so I can’t even check if he’s sent me a text message. I kick at the pavement with the toe of my trainer, hoping Nicky finds me.

			She’s never come to visit me here in Devon. I know she’s busy with the boys but it still feels lame. I haven’t actually seen her since Boxing Day last year. We would have met for an Easter lunch at my mum and dad’s, but Dad had flu and Nicky tried and failed to hide her relief at having a reason to get out of it. She still doesn’t like my mum much, even though, really, my mum is the most inoffensive person you could meet. Her only bad quality is that she’s a bit, well, bland.

			Nicky and I are not as close as we were, but something about being pregnant, and in a slightly, well, precarious (read: messed up) situation, makes me want to connect with her more. It makes me want to pull all the threads of our family together and tie them in one humungous knot.

			I take a seat on a low wall outside the museum, and then, finally, I see a dark blue car drive past me and pull up. It looks kind of sporty at the front but the back has ‘practical family car’ written all over it.

			That just about sums Jon up.

			I walk towards it and open the passenger door.

			‘Hello,’ I say. ‘You found me then?’

			‘Well, it wasn’t easy. Why the hell is your phone switched off?’ Nicky says.

			‘I forgot to charge it. Sorry.’

			‘Jesus, Bonnie. Never mind. Do you want to put your bag in the back?’

			‘No, don’t worry, I’ll keep it on my lap.’

			She’s pissed off with me already. I climb in the car. The seats are leather, and there’s a kind of weird chrome trim around everything on the dashboard.

			‘Nice car,’ I say, because somehow I think this will please her.

			‘Thanks, it’s new,’ she says. ‘Jon loves it.’

			I smile to myself.

			‘How are you anyway?’ she asks. ‘Beautiful day.’

			I glance sideways at her. Her thick brown hair is pulled back into a surprisingly perky ponytail. It makes her look younger than usual.

			‘It’s a stunner,’ I say. ‘Did you see that the tents have got log-burners in them? Guess we won’t be needing those.’

			She nods.

			‘Probably for the best. Knowing me I would have burnt mine down,’ I say.

			‘Yeah, you would.’

			She laughs and turns to me with a full smile. I feel strangely irritated with her for agreeing with me.

			‘Are the kids devastated you’re leaving them? Guess Jon is going to have his hands full. He won’t know what’s hit him.’

			‘He’ll be fine,’ she says. ‘He’s always helping out with them.’

			I sit back in the seat, a flash of guilt running through me. I shouldn’t needle her. After all, I haven’t been entirely honest about my reasons for suggesting this weekend away. Nicky has no idea what she’s letting herself in for.

			‘Well, thanks for picking me up,’ I say. ‘And I really hope that you have a good time at this place.’

			‘It’s fine,’ she says. ‘It’ll be great for us to spend some time together! Who would have thought we’d be here now, both pregnant at the same time . . .’

			‘Insanity,’ I say, helping myself to the packet of chewing gum wedged in the drink holder. ‘It’s amazing where life takes you . . .’

			I tail off.

			Because life didn’t take me this way. I took me this way.

			What Nicky doesn’t know is that this pregnancy was deliberate, very much planned. The story that it was totally unexpected – an ‘accident’ – is one I’ve constructed just to make it more acceptable to others.

			There’s a pause. I wait for Nicky to fill it but the sound she makes, when it comes, is not what I expected to hear at all.

			I stare at her.

			She is crying, the tears free-falling down her cheeks.

			‘What?’ I say. ‘Are you OK? What’s the matter?’

			‘I . . . nothing . . . I . . .’

			‘Nicky, it’s OK! What is it?’

			I feel alarmed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cry in front of me. But then again, this is what I wanted. This is what I’ve been hoping for – for her to show some actual vulnerability for once, to drop the facade of perfect mother and perfect wife that she’s so attached to.

			She gives a great sniff, wiping the tears on the sleeve of her hoodie.

			‘God. Sorry. Nothing,’ she says eventually. ‘It’s just pregnancy. You know. It makes me emotional, I guess. And I’m exhausted.’

			I frown.

			‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ I ask, my heart suddenly pounding in my chest.

			‘What?’ she says. Her tears have dried away to nothing, but her nose is still red. ‘No, nothing like that. Listen, I’m honestly just knackered. Shall we put the radio on for the last bit of the drive?’

			I give a tight smile.

			‘Sure,’ I say, staring out of the windscreen.

			Let her have her moment of peace.

			There’s plenty of drama to come this weekend, after all. And she doesn’t deserve any of it.

		

	
		
			Georgia

			I fall asleep in the Uber. When I wake up, my neck is in excruciating pain, and there’s a line of dried dribble on one side of my chin.

			‘Oh God,’ I murmur, wiping my face with my hand. I feel my cheeks redden, but the driver is staring straight ahead at the road, listening to something on the radio, and doesn’t even notice me.

			‘Are we nearly there?’ I say, taking a look through the window. I can make out hedgerows and passing places at the side of the road. We’re definitely not in London any more.

			‘Ten minutes to go,’ the taxi driver replies.

			‘Oh, wow, thanks,’ I say, but he doesn’t reply.

			I pull out my phone but there’s nothing from Brett. He’ll be on the plane now, and I’m not sure if he’ll have access to Wi-Fi.

			I tap on the app for my emails and pull up the one that Selina, the lady who runs The Sanctuary, sent this morning. She requested that we don’t arrive before midday, but it’s nearly 2pm. Does that mean I’m technically late? She mentioned that there would be a healthy buffet available for us to have when we first arrive, but didn’t specify a time.

			I should have checked.

			Will all the other women have met each other already? I feel nerves creeping over me, then try to force myself to stay calm. It’s stupid. It’s not the first day of school. We don’t have to be best friends.

			I don’t even have to talk to these women if I don’t want to.

			I lay a hand on my bump. I know why I’m out of sorts, of course. It’s guilt. Pure and simple.

			It’s pressing on me so much that sometimes, in the evening, I hide in the bathroom and Google ‘What to do when you feel guilty’, but the answers always seem to be for people who are feeling guilty for no good reason.
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