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CHAPTER 1



Down by the river, Kate can finally breathe. The sun is not quite up as she sits on the end of the pontoon dangling her bare toes in the murky green water, feeling suspended between night and day. Everything around her is dim and quiet, a light mist resting on the surface of the river, broken by the slender arms of the willow trees that dip down into the water.


As her light brown hair tickles her face in the breeze, she scoops it up into a messy bun using the hairband that lives permanently on her right wrist, trying to remember as she does when she last showered. But the trees and the birds don’t care about the state of her hair or her thrown-together outfit of tracksuit bottoms and hoody. There’s no judgement here by the river in the early hours of this late spring morning.


Leaning back on her hands, she practises the breathing exercises she has mastered over the years. In, one, two, three, out, one, two, three … After each deep inhale, she pauses, noticing the quiet gurgles of the water and the smell of wild garlic in the air.


Her shoulders sink down as she exhales. For once, she is able to hear the thoughts in her own head. Not that she wants to listen to them. Instead, she tunes in to the swishing of the long grass in the meadow behind her. The freedom she feels down here by the water feels stolen, but she grabs hold of it anyway.


The truth is, she shouldn’t be here. Not this early in the morning and when nobody in the entire world knows where she is. It’s not the kind of thing that someone like her should do, someone who, despite how she might sometimes feel, is undeniably a grown-up with grown-up responsibilities. She is thirty-two and has a mortgage and life insurance, for goodness’ sake. But oh, the water feels so delicious against her toes.


A sound draws her attention to the riverboat moored a little way upstream, its roof covered in raucous flowerpots and a couple of beehives. It seems as though its inhabitant must be getting up, confirmed a few moments later by a curl of smoke escaping from the chimney. Kate takes the smell of the woodsmoke as her cue to reluctantly leave, glancing down at her watch and realising she’s already stayed here far too long.


It’s not just the activity on the riverboat that hints at a place that is poised to spring into life. For now, the doors on the brightly painted beach huts on the bank are closed, but the stacks of kayaks and paddleboards leant against them are waiting to be pulled down onto the water. A little way down the meadow, people sleep beneath canvas in a collection of old-fashioned yurts strewn with bunting, but before long the doorways will be peeled back and the smell of sizzling bacon will rise on the air, along with the sound of giggling children running about in pyjamas and wellies.


There’s a big part of Kate that wishes she could stay here. Stretch out on the pontoon beneath the rising sun and pretend she is somebody with nowhere to be and nothing to do. Or maybe finally find the courage to slip her whole body down into the cool water. She has thought about swimming, but the water always looks so dark and deep here that the furthest she has made it has been dipping her toes. The water still calls to her, though, with its cool promise.


But Kate’s time is up. There’s only so long you can press pause on your life. It’s time to get back to the reality of everything that is waiting for her. As she pulls on her socks and shoes, she tries to push down the rising sense of dread that bubbles up at the thought of returning home. And to not think too hard about what it means that for the past few weeks she has woken in the early hours and tiptoed out of the house to come down to the river alone. So far, she has always made it back in time before anyone has noticed she has gone. She never mentions where she’s been. Instead, she slips back into bed, catches a bit more sleep if she can and then cracks on with the day as if everything’s fine, all the time itching to get back to the river tomorrow morning so that she can breathe again.


Everything is fine, isn’t it? So what if she goes off on secret morning jaunts and sometimes fantasises about hopping in a canoe and paddling off into the distance? That doesn’t mean there’s anything out of the ordinary, she tells herself as she sets off through the fields towards home. Who doesn’t want to escape their life sometimes?


Kate lets out a sigh as she climbs over the stile and joins the lane that heads back into the village. However much she tries to justify things to herself, deep down she knows that what she’s doing is wrong. It’s why she’s been keeping these visits and the sense of release she gets as soon as she closes the front door behind her each morning a secret. Because you shouldn’t want to escape your life when you have everything you’ve ever wanted waiting for you back at home.





CHAPTER 2



The motorbike rumbles beneath Phoebe’s leather-clad legs as she zips down the country lane, cherry-red hair trailing behind her in a blaze as it escapes from beneath her helmet. She had left the village quietly, aware of her neighbours still asleep in their beds, but now she has reached open countryside, she revs the engine, relishing the tiger’s purr that reverberates around her, sending a pheasant squawking up and into the air in the field beside her. She slows as she approaches a bend obscured by bushy hedgerows teeming with cow parsley and nettles, leaning her body with the bike. But then she turns onto a straight, wide road that cuts its way like an arrow across the green expanse of Somerset countryside. God love the Romans. She twists the throttle, really giving the crows on the telephone line above her something to flap about and making her heart race with the thrill of it.


The motorbike was a gift to herself on her thirtieth birthday five years ago. She’d always dreamt of owning one and it’s every bit as fantastic as she’d hoped. But Max has been on at her ever since they started dating three years ago to sell the bike and pool their resources on a new Land Rover. He says it would be more practical and that having the bike is irresponsible. But there’s no way in hell she’d ever let go of this. God knows she’s got enough responsibility in the rest of her life. When she’s out on the bike, she forgets everything else except the feeling of the wind on her face, the hyperfocus of following the curves of the road and feeling at one with the machine beneath her. Fat chance she’d feel like that behind the wheel of a bulky Land Rover. She keeps telling Max she’ll think about it, though.


She makes it to the supermarket as they are opening the doors, smiling at the sleepy staff and nipping inside for a pint of milk. Really, the milk is just an excuse. Mostly, Phoebe just needed to get out and clear her head. It’s been a long week. And it’s only Tuesday morning.


She lets herself back into the flat quietly, the silence telling her that Max is still asleep. Their apartment is above a shop, although the premises has been empty for a couple of months. Phoebe still misses the little newsagent that used to be there. The owner, Amit, was an ancient man who had the expression of someone who had seen some serious shit in his time, which Phoebe always appreciated because, despite being less than half his age, so has she. He never raised an eyebrow at a woman in her pyjamas clutching two bottles of wine and several packets of biscuits. He closed the shop when he retired and a new business is yet to move in. Phoebe thought she saw someone going inside yesterday but was running late for work so didn’t have time to investigate.


She unclips her bulky boots and unzips her leather jacket, hanging it on the peg. Underneath, she is already dressed for work, today opting for a denim shirt decorated with daisies that hugs her curves, the sleeves rolled up to reveal the tattoos that wind their way up her forearms. She tries to use her outfits to show when she turns up on someone’s doorstep that she’s a human being just like them, not just Community Mental Health Nurse Phoebe Harrison. It still doesn’t stop people shutting the door in her face sometimes. Not that she ever blames them. It’s a huge thing having a stranger come into your home wanting to give you meds and talk about the dark thoughts that have sent you down a spiral. She has to earn their trust before she can make any progress and, God, life hasn’t always given her patients many reasons to be trustful.


The open country roads she zoomed along earlier couldn’t feel further away as she grabs her laptop and immerses herself in prep for the day ahead. Even after all these years working as a mental health nurse, reading some of the new histories that have been added to her caseload still brings a lump to her throat. Not that she’d ever let anyone see it when she’s on the clock. At work, she’s as upbeat and chipper as her bright hair and fun outfits.


After an hour of work, she needs a break so grabs her phone to scroll through Instagram, craving the eye bleach of cute videos of pets being reunited with their owners or pictures of beautiful clothes she will never be able to afford to buy. As her finger drags its way across the screen, her attention snags on the holiday snaps of someone she went to school with but has fallen out of touch with, along with most of her friends, each lost one by one to her long hours and, later, their marriages and children. She never meant for it to happen and yet, as she’s got older, holding onto friends has felt like trying to clutch rainwater between her hands.


She flicks through glossy snapshots of sea, sunshine and heaped piles of pasta. A holiday. God, just the thought of it makes something inside her relax. When did she and Max last go on holiday? They had been planning a trip for the new year, but then a few of her patients had got really unwell – Christmas is always a hard time of year – so they’d had to cancel. And now it’s May and they’ve hardly spent any proper time together recently. She hasn’t been to visit her family in Cornwall for a long time either, she thinks guiltily, picturing her nan, who broke her hip a month ago, the final straw that led her to reluctantly leave her flat and move in with Phoebe’s parents.


She starts browsing a few holiday sites on her laptop, images of villas and beaches transporting her to a happier, sunnier place than her case notes and email inbox. As she scrolls, she can almost feel the sea breeze on her face, taste the pina coladas she and Max could drink in a little beach bar where she could feel the sand between her toes and watch the waves. Or maybe they could go for something more remote. A little log cabin in the woods somewhere, a place with no Wi-Fi or phone signal where no one could contact her, needing her. Where she could read a book and take a bath and actually find the energy to have sex with her boyfriend. They could even tag on a trip to Cornwall too on the way back, to see her family.


After extensive scrolling, she finds herself coming back to the first photos she saw on Instagram of her old friend’s Italian break. You can’t go wrong with Italy. Pizza, pasta, sunshine, wine. Perfection. Just the thought of it makes Phoebe smile.


But her patients … How would they cope if she went away for a week? It’s hard enough as it is to keep in touch with them when she’s working five days a week with more overtime than she’d ever admit. But she hasn’t used any of her holiday allowance for the year and still has some left over from last year too. Provided there are no emergencies and she finds cover for while she’s gone … Maybe she could?


A loud banging rises up through the floorboards.


‘Fuck!’ she lets out with a jump.


The building below has been empty long enough that Phoebe has got used to the quiet. But now she can make out muffled voices, followed by the sound of the radio. Glancing out the window, she spots a van parked up on the street below and a couple of guys heading to and fro, carrying boxes. She tries to make out any branding that might give her a hint about who her new neighbours might be, but there’s nothing discernible.


The sound of footsteps closer to hand makes her look up towards the doorway. ‘Oh hey, you’re up.’


Max is standing in the hallway, dressed but rubbing his eyes, a strand of his blond hair sticking up and making her heart skip a little.


‘How was last night?’ she asks him. ‘Sorry I couldn’t make it in the end. I’d hoped to get there in time to meet you all, but something came up …’


She tries not to talk too much about the specifics with Max, or anyone else for that matter. It doesn’t feel fair to offload this kind of stuff on others when she’s a trained professional and still finds it bloody hard sometimes. Plus, there’s the privacy of her patients to think about. Last night when she should have been at the pub with Max and a group of his mates there had been an emergency with one of her patients, Frank. He had started having serious suicidal thoughts, so Phoebe and the rest of the team had to arrange an emergency bed in the local hospital’s psychiatric ward where Phoebe used to work. As usual, they were pressed for beds, so it took hours. Phoebe waited with Frank all the same though, right past the end of her shift and all the way to the hospital, holding his hand in the back of the ambulance.


‘I do know,’ Max says, his tone making her recoil slightly. He probably just needs coffee.


She gets up to make him a cup, slipping in a dash of vanilla syrup when he isn’t looking. She knows he likes his coffee milky and sweet, but he would never in a million years order a vanilla latte in a coffee shop, thinking it emasculating. He’d rather wince his way through an espresso than ask for what he actually wants, the silly bastard. Hopefully the dash of vanilla will help sweeten his mood, and maybe her guilt too at being the cause of it. But what was she supposed to do? She was hardly going to leave Frank on his own last night or even with one of the other nurses who offered to take over when her shift was up. Frank didn’t know them, he knows her.


Once the coffee is ready, they sit down opposite one another at the table.


‘Thanks,’ Max says, wrapping his hands around the mug. ‘What’s all this, then?’ He points at Phoebe’s phone, where one of the holiday sites is still displayed on the screen.


The excitement returns to Phoebe’s voice as she replies. ‘Oh, yeah. So, I know we haven’t spent much proper time together recently. Things for me have been kind of hectic …’


‘You could say that again,’ remarks Max. ‘It wasn’t just last night. Remember my birthday?’ He takes a sip of his coffee and his face relaxes slightly with the pleasure of it, making Phoebe have to hide a smile.


‘I know. And I’m sorry, you know I felt awful about that.’


His birthday had been a tough one. She’d organised the whole thing – a dinner at his favourite local pub with his family and his closest friends. She’d even made a cake, staying up late to get it ready because the time she’d put aside for it had got eaten up by catching up on important paperwork. OK, so it maybe wasn’t the world’s best cake – it looked absolutely nothing like the picture she’d found online and suspiciously like it might topple over at any moment – but it was a cake and she was proud of it.


But just as she was preparing to leave work and get ready for their evening, she had got a call from a patient who was in crisis. The voices had been getting louder and louder and had now started giving him instructions. They wanted him to hurt himself and he didn’t know what to do.


By the time Phoebe eventually arrived at the pub hours later, the meal was finished and Max was paying the bill. She’d tried to explain the situation, but the idea of voices had always perplexed Max.


‘Can’t he just ignore them?’


Phoebe tried her best to explain how real the voices were to her patients who experienced them, trying to get Max to imagine how he would feel if the same thing happened to him. She’s thought about it a lot over her career and has always believed it would be absolutely bloody terrifying. But he didn’t seem to understand and she was too exhausted to try to explain any further. Even the cake she presented him with at home hadn’t helped to lift the mood.


‘I know you’re fed up with how much I work, but I really want to make it up to you. I think we should go on holiday. It could be just what we need. A proper break. A chance to spend some time together.’


She reaches across the table for his hand, but he lifts it up to his coffee mug at the last minute.


‘You really want to go on holiday?’ he asked, meeting her eye. ‘But you always say you’re too busy. Remember New Year?’


God, she had hoped it would be easier than this. But he’s probably right to not let her off the hook so easily. She probably has been a pretty shit girlfriend.


‘I know. But I really want to make it work this time. How about Italy? Sunshine, enormous pizzas … It’ll be great.’


Max downs the last of his coffee and places the empty mug carefully on the table.


‘I don’t think we should go to Italy.’


‘OK, well somewhere else then. France? Spain? There’s wine and good food there too.’


But he shakes his head. ‘I don’t think we should go on holiday at all.’


‘Is it the cost? Because I was worried about that too, but I know you’re hoping for that promotion soon and I have a little bit saved …’


She’d always hoped that by thirty-five she might own her own place rather than still be renting and have more than the most meagre savings in the bank. It doesn’t help that her brother is a high-flying lawyer who goes on both a beach and ski holiday each year with his family. But she didn’t go into this career for the money – she would have been pretty disappointed if she did – although she’s been right there on all the various marches and picket lines over the years, trying to fight for better rights for nurses.


Since moving in together, Max has covered more of the household expenses than her because he earns far more in his job at a start-up tech company. He never seems to mind, but it weighs on her. She does what she can.


‘It’s not the cost,’ he replies.


‘OK …’ She really doesn’t want to have to do this right now but finds herself sneaking a quick glance at the time on her phone. Shit, she needs to leave soon. Her first patient of the day, Maude, lives a twenty-minute ride away. Her patients are spread out all over the local area. ‘Do you not think you could get time off work?’ she asks Max, trying her best not to show that she’s itching to grab her leathers and go. ‘We could go in a couple of months if that would work better for you?’


‘It’s not that.’ Max rakes his fingers through his hair again. ‘God, I didn’t want to do it like this.’


He looks up at her and as his eyes meet hers again, she realises how wrong she’s got this conversation. How wrong she’s been getting it all.


‘Phoebe, I have to tell you something.’





CHAPTER 3



The walk back home takes Kate across fields and up a sloping valley, the sun just beginning to rise and washing the hills in shades of apricot and candyfloss. She walks alone, except for the birds flying above her. If she were back in London, there would likely be someone about. Cleaners and construction workers heading off to work, a doctor finishing a night shift, a group of friends stumbling back from a night out that might have once been Kate and her mates, heels swapped for flats that had been stashed in their bags all night. Not that she has been out out in a very long time. She’s not even sure that people wear heels on a night out anymore.


At the very least if she were in London and not this village in rural Somerset, she would encounter a ballsy fox blocking her path and engaging her in a staring contest. But she hasn’t seen a fox once since moving back to the countryside where she grew up, unless you counted roadkill.


By the time she reaches the edge of the village, there are a couple of dog walkers and early-morning joggers out and about, but the windows of the few shops and the one café are still dark. She passes over the bridge decorated with hanging baskets overflowing with flowers, alongside the riverside pub, the doors currently shut, and by the old red telephone box which has been repurposed as a lending library, the tiny space absolutely stuffed full of books.


As she approaches the Old Post Office, her trainers crunching on the gravel driveway, her chest tightens. She still can’t quite believe that the little Bath stone cottage with the red front door and the rose clinging to the porch is hers. It couldn’t be further from the South London flat she lived in up until a few months ago. Sometimes when she steps inside, she still feels as though she is walking into someone else’s life.


The sound of screaming hits her as soon as she opens the front door, nearly tripping over a basket of dirty washing that is overspilling in the hallway. There are a couple of bin bags waiting to be taken out too that she has to push to one side with her foot, her head vibrating with the noise that fills the small cottage. The relaxation of earlier is quickly replaced by a tension that spreads through her whole body.


‘Kate? Is that you?’ comes a frantic voice from the living room, accompanied by an even louder wail.


Kate steadies herself for a second before following the noise into the room, where she finds her husband pacing back and forth, their three-month-old daughter clutched to his shoulder, her face flushed red with rage.


‘Oh, thank God!’ Jay says, his broad shoulders visibly relaxing as he looks up at her with dark-rimmed eyes.


Without saying anything, Kate reaches for their daughter and sits down on the sofa, pushing a pile of muslins and toys out of the way. The living room is painted a pale sage green, chosen from searching ‘Farrow and Ball but cheaper’ when they first moved. She had such a vision for the decoration of this cottage, relishing having a whole house to decorate rather than a tiny basement apartment. The browning banana skin on the windowsill and piles of nappies weren’t exactly part of her imaginings, and yet she’s very quickly become so used to the mess that she hardly notices it.


‘Where have you been? I was so worried about you.’


Kate lifts her top and unclips her bra in a practised motion. The cries have grown even louder, her daughter’s face scrunched up in fury.


‘I just needed a bit of fresh air, I went for a quick walk.’


For a moment, she focuses her entire attention on getting her daughter to latch, her breasts throbbing as she manoeuvres her into position. Her heart rate rises as her daughter opens and closes her mouth like a goldfish, face a shade of beetroot. But eventually they both find the right spot and the cries stop, replaced instead with soft snuffles. Kate sinks deeper into the sofa, her whole body rushed with emotion as it is every time she nurses.


‘I tried calling you, but you hadn’t even taken your phone with you.’


Kate’s mind flashes back to the moment earlier when she swung her legs out of bed and leant down for her clothes, Jay sleeping beside her and their daughter just settled after yet another feed. It had been another long night. Jay doesn’t usually stir for the night feeds, managing somehow to sleep through the cries that wake Kate in a second. She usually doesn’t bother waking him. There doesn’t seem much point, especially when she is the only one of them with breasts. Usually, she tries to drift off again between feeds, but at 4 a.m. she often finds herself cruelly wide awake.


This morning, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, no matter how exhausted she felt. The bedroom was hot and oppressive and she’d felt desperate for cool air on her skin and wide sky above her. She had reached instinctively for her phone but at the last minute changed her mind, leaving it plugged in to its charger next to the lamp.


‘I’m sorry, I forgot it,’ she fibs.


‘You could have left a note or something. It really scared me when I woke up and you were gone.’ Jay sits down heavily beside her on the sofa, running his hand through his messy strawberry blond hair streaked with flecks of grey. It strikes her how much he has aged in just the last couple of months and wonders for a moment what she must look like herself. She has taken to avoiding mirrors.


‘You’re right, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.’


His expression softens now and he wraps an arm around her shoulder. ‘Is everything all right?’


Kate shifts her daughter in her arms. Her suckling has slowed and Kate wonders whether to switch her onto the other breast, but she seems content, so she continues to hold her in position, trying not to wince on the few occasions when a hard gum presses down too firmly on her sensitive skin. ‘Everything’s fine, Jay. I just needed a little bit of air.’


He looks at her closely, a shadow passing across his face, the way it has over the past few months when he’s asked her a version of the same question – are you OK? – and she has answered the same way.


‘Everything’s fine,’ Kate repeats. She glances down at her daughter’s long eyelashes that flutter as she feeds, her expression growing soft and content as she slips into a milk-drunk stupor. ‘Look at her, isn’t she gorgeous?’


Jay’s expression melts, as she knew it would,  his eyes growing misty as he stares down at his daughter.


‘She’s perfect,’ he says.


Kate nods in agreement, too lost in thought to reply. Her body might be here with her little family, but however much she tries to stay in the moment, her mind wanders back down to the river and to the feeling of sitting with her feet in the water, totally alone.





CHAPTER 4



Phoebe tries her best to focus on what Maude is saying. Something about the resurrection. She gesticulates enthusiastically, as though she is standing at a lectern in front of a large crowd, even though it’s just the two of them in Maude’s tiny kitchen.


‘I am the resurrection and the life and …’


It’s not like Phoebe to zone out like this, but ever since leaving the flat, her thoughts have been all over the place. As she set off on her motorbike, she told herself that she needed to get it together. She would deal with everything when she got back later. She had to get into work mode. But sometimes it’s not as easy as flicking a switch. Now she’s finding it hard to concentrate. And conversations with Maude are difficult to follow at the best of times.


‘Everyone who lives in me and believes in me will never fucking die!’


Phoebe’s thoughts are jolted back into the room. For someone who believes herself to be Jesus, Maude has always had the filthiest mouth. It’s one of the things Phoebe’s always secretly loved about her. But if you take out the swearing, most of Maude’s speeches are direct quotes from the Bible, something Phoebe isn’t sure the average person would guess if they heard Maude ranting out loud in the supermarket or on the bus. It’s always struck Phoebe that religious leaders of the past would almost certainly be considered mentally unwell if they walked the streets today. They’d probably be arrested.


‘He who loves his life will lose it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.’ Maude stretches her arms out wide and then sits down heavily in her chair as though the sermon has exhausted her. She blinks rapidly and Phoebe allows her a moment’s pause in case there’s anything else she wants to say. It’s a trick she’s picked up over the years. Often, it’s when you think someone’s finished that the real truth comes out. But most people don’t bother waiting. Or listening in the first place, for that matter.


‘And how do you feel, about your life, Maude?’ Phoebe asks once she’s certain she’s finished, pouring them both another cup of tea from the pot.


‘My life?’ Maude replies, her voice quieter now. ‘I don’t have a life.’


Phoebe swallows hard at that. It doesn’t seem fair to get upset when her patients are the ones who have so much to deal with. But it’s not always easy to shove her emotions down inside her. Especially not today. She tucks her bright red hair behind her ears and leans forward slightly to show that she is listening, that Maude has her full attention despite the thoughts whizzing about in her brain.


‘I’m sorry to hear you’re feeling that way, Maude. That’s really tough. Can you tell me a bit more about that?’


The Maude who had stood up and delivered perfect lines from the Bible (well, with some minor alterations) just moments ago has morphed into a very different Maude. She seems shrunken, her shoulders rounded. When she says nothing, Phoebe tries a different tack.


‘How about we talk about some of the things you might like to see change in your life? What would make you happier, do you think?’


Maude looks over her shoulder and nods slightly, as if conferring with someone.


‘Well, if Judas hadn’t been such a bastard, for one.’ Despite everything, a smile tugs at Phoebe’s lips. But then Maude adds, ‘And I’d like to look after bees again.’


Of all the things Maude might have said, this is not what Phoebe was expecting.


‘Bees?’


Maybe it’s one of her visions again. Sometimes it’s hard to tell with Maude.


‘Yes. I used to look after the bees at the convent. None of the others wanted to do it, but I loved it.’


Another thing a stranger might not imagine if they were to encounter Maude in the street is that as a young woman, she used to be a nun. It’s something Phoebe had been surprised to find out too when she read through her notes, although she should have learnt, after years of working with people, that humans always have the capacity to surprise you. Maude had lived in a convent until her increasingly erratic behaviour and disregard for the rules got her kicked out. From her notes, it seems she never really found her feet after that, her health deteriorating and making it harder – impossible, really – for her to slot back into society.


‘I know nothing about looking after bees. Is there a word for someone who does that?’


‘An apiarist,’ Maude says with a confident nod.


‘Well, I know nothing about what’s involved in being an apiarist. I’d love to hear more about it.’


This seems to ignite something inside Maude and she springs to life, telling Phoebe in detail about queen bees and the honey she used to steal from the convent, breaking her train of conversation only once to quote scripture, which she does standing up again.


‘My son, eat honey, for it is good, and the drippings of the honeycomb are sweet to your taste.’


She sits down heavily once more, seemingly worn out from the mini sermon. It must be pretty exhausting, being Maude.


‘Are you OK if I give you your medication now, Maude?’ Phoebe asks softly.


Luckily, she doesn’t make any fuss this time and Phoebe silently thanks her as she administers the injection as swiftly and smoothly as possible.


As Phoebe climbs back onto her motorbike outside Maude’s house after making sure there’s food in the fridge and electricity in the meter, she thinks about how the hell she might secure regular access to a beehive. There used to be a community mental health gardening group that had a beehive. but it closed down a year ago after another round of cuts. But this is the first time that Maude has expressed a real interest in anything in a long time. Phoebe can’t let her down.


Her next appointment takes Phoebe to a row of two-up two down council houses on the outskirts of a neighbouring town. Pulling up outside the neat little houses, a smile spreads across her face. She’s looking forward to this appointment.


Nineteen-year-old Ben has been doing so much better recently. Last time Phoebe saw him, he was bubbly and chatty, telling her all about the latest session of the football club she’d encouraged him to sign up to and even talking about applying for some jobs. She’s been in touch with his social worker since, the two of them agreeing that his future is looking so much brighter than when they first met him.


When Phoebe came to this street for the first time, Ben refused to let her in.


‘I’m just here for a chat and to help you,’ she had said through the letter box.


‘No one can help me,’ came his muffled reply.


‘Well, why don’t we talk about that a bit? I’m here to listen.’


There was a pause for a short moment.


‘No one ever wants to listen to me.’


‘Well, I do.’


Eventually, he opened the door. The first thing she noticed was how young he looked. She knew he was nineteen, but he could have been much younger. He was dressed in shorts and a stained dressing gown and his skin had the pallor of someone who hadn’t seen sunlight or had a good hug in a long time. The second thing she noticed was the scar on his left wrist and the fact that it seemed to have healed nicely, which was good. It would never go away, it was too deep for that, but he was lucky to be alive. Although, from looking at him, she wasn’t certain that’s how he saw it.


She’d simply smiled at him and introduced herself. When he eventually let her in, she did a quick scan of the flat, taking in the warning signs, like the mail piled in the hallways, the overflowing bins and the closed curtains.


On that first meeting, he barely spoke. He let her administer his meds at least and check his blood sugar levels – on top of everything, he’d developed type 2 diabetes from his chaotic lifestyle and poor diet as a child. She talked through the care plan they’d work on together now that he was out of hospital. But he said nothing in reply. She left that first appointment feeling deflated.


But, slowly, things started to get better. When she noticed him wearing an Arsenal shirt on her next visit, she asked him how long he’d been a supporter.


‘Forever.’


‘Ever been to any matches?’


‘When I was little. With me dad.’


‘I’ve never been to a game myself. Tell me about it?’


He talked in detail about the crowds and the pretzel they’d got at half-time and it was the first occasion she’d heard him speak with any enthusiasm about anything. She knew from his notes that his dad wasn’t around anymore.


The next time she visited, she brought a large, warm, salted pretzel with her. She’d baked it herself because she couldn’t find anywhere in a twenty-mile radius that sold them, not that she ever told him that. After that, things were easier between them.


Sometimes they’d watch Match of the Day reruns together. Sitting side by side with the screen in front of them made it easier for him to talk and, little by little, he did, opening up about his life and how he’d ended up in this tiny flat by himself, feeling as if his life had fallen apart. She started following where Arsenal was ranking in the league so she could discuss it with him when she next saw him. Eventually, she managed to persuade him to join a local football club run specifically for other young people struggling with their mental health. Even she had been surprised by the difference it had made. The last few visits he’d seemed like a different person, full of stories of his new mates and the matches they’d played.


He opens the door shortly after her knock. As usual, he’s dressed in football kit. He also has the most enormous smile on his face.


‘I got an interview!’


‘That’s amazing, Ben!’ she says, following him inside the flat. They both sit down on the small sofa.


‘It’s at a sports shop in town. My footie mates couldn’t believe it when I told them. I could work in a sports shop, how sweet is that?’


He’s practically bouncing and Phoebe grins too. These are the moments she lives for.


‘That sounds fantastic. And how was your latest match?’


She hadn’t thought it possible, but his smile grows even wider. ‘It was sick! I scored four goals. And Coach says my footwork has really improved.’


‘Wow, that’s great. And are you still taking your meds?’


His smile slips a tiny bit. ‘Well, I didn’t take my pills the last few days. I haven’t needed them, I feel so good.’


‘You’ve got to keep taking them, Ben. You know that. You might not stay well if you don’t keep taking them.’


‘OK, OK, I will, Boss, I promise. Can we watch Match of the Day? There’s this absolutely sick goal I want you to see. You’re gonna love it. If you’ve got time?’


Phoebe isn’t quite sure how she’s managed to convince Ben that she is interested in football when, actually, she can’t stand it. Guys kicking a ball back and forth between one another? What’s the point? But it seems she’s also managed to convince him to start living again. And that’s worth sitting through about a million episodes of Match-of-the-bloody-Day.


‘Sure, I’ve got time.’





CHAPTER 5



‘Hello, Mum!’ comes the greeting of the smiling woman on the doorstep as Kate opens the front door, her baby in her arms and her top still hitched up after yet another feed.


‘Oh, hi there,’ Kate replies, taken aback. The first time someone said that to her – a nurse in the hospital in the hours after her daughter was born – Kate had looked over her shoulder, looking for her own mother. The realisation that the nurse was talking to her had felt how Kate imagined a medical student might feel if the air steward on a plane yelled, ‘Is there a doctor on board?’ and the terrifying silence that followed made them realise they might just be the closest thing.


‘I’m Lydia, the new health visitor. Had you forgotten about today’s appointment? The three-month check-up?’


‘Um, I …’ Kate shifts her daughter in her arms, trying to tug down her top without disturbing her. Before she can answer, Jay is at her side, smiling brightly.


‘Sorry about that, I was just working. Come on in. Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee? I’m not sure we have any milk though …’


‘That’s fine, thanks,’ Lydia replies, reaching to take off her shoes as she steps inside.


Kate wants to tell her not to bother – the cottage is hardly a no-shoes household, or even a ‘we sometimes hoover’ household – but she’s already following Jay through to the living room in her socked feet, Kate closing the door and heading on after them with the baby.


Lydia sets some equipment out on the floor and then stands up, beaming, her arms outstretched towards Kate.


‘Let’s have a look at this little one then. Hello, Rosie!’


Kate hands her over somewhat hesitantly, Lydia taking the baby with the same casual confidence with which Kate would handle a loaf of bread.


‘So, how is she doing?’


Lydia starts to take the measurements she needs, Rosie wide-eyed but thankfully compliant.


‘She’s doing great, isn’t she, Kate?’ says Jay with a proud smile.


‘Yeah, she seems OK. She’s still not sleeping for more than two hours at a time, though, often less than that.’


‘That’s totally normal,’ Lydia replies brightly as she expertly undresses Rosie before placing her on the scales. ‘Don’t worry!’


Kate bites her tongue, not wanting to say that she hadn’t actually been worried about Rosie at all.


‘OK, that’s good to know. I was also wondering if there are any books you could recommend about looking after a newborn?’


During her pregnancy, Kate made endless notes, as though having a baby was a test she could ace if only she revised hard enough. But now that Rosie is actually here … Well, the truth is, it isn’t anything like what she read in the books. But perhaps it isn’t that the books she read weren’t helpful, but just that she hadn’t read the right ones.


It still stuns her that she and Jay were allowed to leave the hospital with the baby unsupervised. That she went in as just Kate and came out as a mother and was left to figure out everything that came next by herself. That day, she kept expecting doctors to come racing after her, telling her there’d been some mistake and she had to hand her baby back to them for safekeeping. Occasionally, she still wishes they would.


‘You can’t learn everything from books, Kate,’ Lydia laughs. ‘Your baby hasn’t read the book, after all! It’s not a bad thing to want to seek out information, but you have to trust your intuition. That’s the most important thing.’


‘That’s what I’ve been telling her,’ Jay chips in. ‘Didn’t I say not to worry, Kate? You’re Rosie’s mum, you’ll always know what’s best for her.’


Rosie lets out a little gurgle that sounds suspiciously to Kate like, yeah, right.


‘OK, thanks!’ she says, trying to make her voice sound normal. Like the voice of a calm and capable parent. She forces a smile on her face that she hopes does not at all say, But I’ve never done this before! I don’t have any intuition! If only they could see her phone browser history. All the questions typed in a panic in the middle of the night. Is it normal for my baby to make weird noises when they sleep? White-noise machines – do they actually work? Can you die from sleep deprivation?


After a few more checks, Lydia hands Rosie over to Kate. As soon as Rosie is in her arms, she starts to wriggle, twisting her head away from Kate’s body, her face scrunched in dissatisfaction.


‘Well, she’s a perfectly healthy baby,’ says Lydia. ‘I’m really pleased with how she’s doing.’


‘That’s brilliant,’ says Jay enthusiastically. ‘I knew she’d be an overachiever, just like her mum.’


Rosie lets out a wail and Kate does her best to comfort her by bouncing her up and down on her shoulder.


‘Thanks,’ she adds herself. ‘That’s certainly a relief.’


‘And how are you settling into motherhood, Kate?’ asks Lydia as she starts to pack up her things. ‘Have you managed to see friends and family much?’


‘Well, we only recently moved here from London.’


There was a time when Kate thought she would stay in the city forever. Although it took her a while to settle in when she first moved there after university, she found her place as soon as she realised the trick about London: that, really, it’s not one city at all but a patchwork of neighbourhoods stitched together by bus routes and Underground lines. Once she realised that she didn’t need to feel at home in the whole city, just her little bit of it, things became much easier. And she loved it. The vibrant colours and smells on Electric Avenue where she did her shopping, her favourite cocktail bar in Brixton Village, the undercover market filled with places to eat, Brockwell Park that felt like a green oasis but with the jagged London skyline giving her a feeling of excitement and possibility. And her local lido, the place she went whenever she needed to switch off.


But things changed when she and Jay started talking about a baby. It had come on quite suddenly, a feeling that she could only describe as broodiness but that felt like an aching hunger, akin to homesickness, except for a home that didn’t exist yet. A sense that her life that had felt so full up until that moment was suddenly missing something. Everywhere she went, she began noticing babies. It was as though they were following her, with their cute chubby cheeks and wide eyes, and the way they stared up at their parents with such adoration and the parents looked down at them as though they were the only people in the world, even if they were packed in a busy Tube during rush hour. Kate’s heart tightened every time she spotted a family, which, in a city home to close to nine million people, meant that her heart received quite the workout.


It wasn’t just the babies that she started to spot, though. She began to notice dangers everywhere that she had previously overlooked. The pleasant buzz of traffic became an incessant symbol of pollution and danger. She started googling local crime statistics.


And deep in her gut, she felt a tug back to the Somerset countryside where she’d grown up, recalling memories of a slower pace of life that had seemed so boring when she was a teenager but took on a new appeal once she reached her thirties. It would be nice to live somewhere they wouldn’t have to carry a pram down a steep flight of steps every day, where she could hang her washing out to dry instead of having it fill their tiny flat, getting everything damp, where it didn’t take an hour to get anywhere on the Tube. Where she didn’t have to get on the Tube at all.


It makes her feel old to realise how much her priorities have changed over the last few years. But her priorities have changed. And she has changed too. More than she can get her head around recently.


‘I haven’t really had a chance to meet anyone local yet,’ she explains to Lydia. ‘But my mum and sister have both been over a lot. They’re coming over later, actually. They live nearby.’


Because that was the biggest thing that pulled Kate and Jay away from London in the end. Even though Jay’s parents lived near their place in Brixton, Kate just knew that as soon as the baby arrived she would need her own mum nearby. Thankfully, Jay had been understanding, especially once he realised how much more they could get for their money outside of London. They fell in love with the Old Post Office as soon as they saw it, the little cottage with the postbox in the front wall. When Jay saw the outbuilding that could become the photography studio that he wanted to set up to supplement his job as a freelance photographer, the deal was done.


Lydia’s face lights up. ‘I used to live in London. Tulse Hill. Where were you?’


‘That’s so funny, isn’t it, Kate?’ chips in Jay. ‘We were practically neighbours; we were down in Brixton, not far from Brockwell Park.’


The memories come back in a visceral rush. The cosy, ramshackle second-hand bookshop run by her friends Frank and Jermaine, their dog Sprout presiding over things from her basket in the window. Kate’s favourite bench at the top of the hill in the park where she went whenever she needed to think.


‘Oh, Brockwell Park is so nice. Did you ever go to the lido there?’ Lydia asks. ‘I’d left before it all happened, but I hear it nearly closed down a few years ago. It would have been a massive shame if it had gone – I loved going there in the summer. It was like going to the beach, but without the travel.’


Kate closes her eyes briefly and can see glittering turquoise water and a smiling woman swimming beside her with white hair and eyes as blue as the lido itself, the smell of chlorine like perfume on her own skin, the feeling of ease spreading across her body as she slipped from the steps into the cool water.


When she opens her eyes, Jay and Lydia are looking at her expectantly and Rosie is still twisting in her arms. It feels like just yesterday that she was swimming at the lido every morning. And yet, despite how easily she can picture it all, there’s a disconnect, as though she has fallen into another person’s dream.


When Kate fails to say anything, Jay answers for her, flashing her a warm smile. ‘Kate was one of the people who campaigned to keep the lido open. It’s how we met, actually. Kate and I both covered the story at the newspaper we used to work at. She wrote the story and I took the photos. But it became more than a story for you, didn’t it, Kate? In the end, she was basically spearheading the whole thing.’


Is it just Kate’s imagination or does Lydia look at her a little differently? Assessing whether this woman with the unwashed hair and faint aroma of stale milk could really have once been a headstrong campaigner.


Kate doesn’t blame her. She hardly believes it either.


‘Well, it wasn’t just me.’ The face of that same woman with the sparkling blue eyes surrounded by smile lines pops into her head again, although this time she is holding a placard and raising her voice in a rallying cry. Rosemary. Even after all these years, Kate still misses her. To many outsiders, their friendship might have seemed an unconventional one, with forty years between them. But somehow that didn’t seem to matter. Their friendship had changed Kate. She liked to think it changed them both.


Her attention darts to a framed photo on the mantlepiece of her and Rosemary standing on the poolside on the day that they found out the lido would remain open. They are beaming at one another, arms around each other’s shoulders, and their joyful expressions sum up the happiness of that entire summer. The whole of Brixton seemed to turn up after that, as if everyone had needed the nudge of potential loss to remind them of what they had on their doorstep. Kate and Rosemary kept to their morning swims, going early before the crowds descended and before Kate headed to work. Until, suddenly, Kate was left swimming alone.


‘Still, what a great thing to have been involved with,’ says Lydia, and Kate blinks quickly, tilting her face down towards Rosie and quietly using the same breathing technique she used down by the river this morning.


It’s because of the lido that she’s been so drawn to the river. She swam at the lido through her pregnancy, right up until their move from London to Somerset the month before Kate’s due date. There was no time for swimming after that, what with desperately trying to get the cottage ready for the baby’s arrival. And since then … Well, there hasn’t been time for anything.


She’d seen photos online of the popular local river swimming spot before they moved – it’s one of the things that drew her to this village in the first place. If moving to a village with a lido wasn’t an option (and goodness, she had tried), then at the very least she needed to have water nearby. She loved the look of the buzzing atmosphere on that particular stretch of river.


As yet, she hasn’t had a chance to visit in normal daylight hours, or found the confidence to actually go swimming on any of her secret early-morning visits. The river seems a very different beast to her beloved lido with its regimented lanes and clear blue water. And she’d even been nervous the first time she swam there. Although, back then, she wasn’t swimming alone. She had Rosemary as her guide.


‘Anyway, I’ll leave you three to it now,’ says Lydia, picking up her bag. ‘But do make sure you keep in touch with your friends, Kate, and maybe you could try to make some here too? There are lots of mum and baby groups in the area that you might like to try. It can be overwhelming being a new mother and it’s important to stay connected.’


Jay nods eagerly.


‘Thanks, I’ll think about it,’ says Kate.


Rosie has started to cry again, but Kate does her best to smile, shifting her arms to try to find a position that feels more natural. It’s only when Jay shows Lydia out that Kate lets the frozen smile melt away from her face. She only realises the effort it had been taking when she doesn’t have to do it anymore.





CHAPTER 6



Just one more appointment. One more appointment of being Nurse Harrison before she can collapse into being just Phoebe again. For now, she is parked at the top of a hill, taking a quick break before heading to her last appointment. She knows the roads around here intimately and has her own mental map of the places that make good spots for a quiet moment, just like when she worked on the psychiatry ward and she knew all the nearby supply closets and toilets where she could rush to for five minutes during particularly difficult shifts.


The motorbike is parked in the lay-by and she is perched on the top of a gate that looks down over the valley, the river just visible at the bottom, winding its way across the countryside. It’s a bright afternoon and she closes her eyes for a second, gripping the gate beneath her and feeling the sun warm her face.


Her phone rings in her pocket, breaking the silence. A flash of guilt jabs her as she spots her mum’s name.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Hi, love, I thought I’d just try you on the off chance you’d finished work.’


‘Just one appointment left,’ she says, running a hand through her long red hair. ‘Sorry I missed your last few calls, it’s been a busy week.’


‘Oh, that’s OK, I know how busy you are. You work so hard.’


‘Too hard!’ comes her dad’s voice in the background.


‘Don’t mind your dad,’ her mum says softly. ‘We both think it’s amazing what you do. You’re so strong, love. We’re both very proud of you.’


They always have been, cheering embarrassingly loudly at her graduation ceremony and helping her out with the cost of extra training even though, looking back, it probably meant they missed out on holidays and nice extras they might have otherwise had. She owes them so much.
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