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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			‘Here she is, telling us what to do again.’ Paul’s eyes shine as they leave the road for a moment to enjoy my reaction. Grinning, he calls over to the back seats, ‘I mean, imagine if we didn’t have Lauren here to enlighten us, guys? We might actually make the right turning occasionally.’

			A giggle runs through me like a train. I hit his shoulder playfully, and he grabs the spot feigning pain. ‘Paul. Come on. Don’t be such a shi . . .’ Smacking my hand across my mouth, I whisper, ‘Sorry,’ before checking his features for signs of annoyance. His jovial demeanour doesn’t waver and I’m relieved. At least I caught it in time. I keep accidentally letting them drop. Like little red flags waving, giving me away.

			I hear a soft rumbling snore from behind and twist myself to peer through the letter-box gap in the headrest. They weren’t paying attention anyway. Margo, who is still partial to the occasional afternoon nap, is fast asleep. And Jesse is staring out the window looking at the scenery thinking God knows what. For a four-year-old he sure is pensive. Satisfied, I rest back in my seat. We are shuttling through the countryside at speed, and I watch as fluctuating tones of green blur past. I’ve not seen another car since we left the motorway, and the contrast to the city is jarring, where the natural state of our four wheels was far more likely to be stationary than in motion. We overtake a petrol station and I turn to catch it. It must have the smallest forecourt I’ve ever seen with only two rusty pumps. For a moment I think it must be abandoned, but then I see the silhouette of a man behind the grungy glass.

			For the millionth time I wonder if moving to the countryside was the right thing to do. This is such a big step for us. We’ve barely known each other a year, and for half of that we weren’t exactly official. My aunt described the decision as a huge leap of faith. But then, she conceded that her very happy marriage was conducted after knowing my uncle for a mere three months, so really, I think she understands.

			Paul reaches across and cocoons my hand in his. I glance at him with a knowing smile. That potent feeling I’ve grown to know well over the last twelve months washes over me. It was the right thing. I’m right where I’m meant to be – here with my new family. They are the centre of my universe now. I can’t help looking at the kids again. My eyes rest on my happy place: Margo. The cutest darling in the whole world. Dark bobbed hair, green eyes, chunky arms and big rosy cheeks. I could blow raspberries on her rotund tummy all day. Tightly welded under her elbow is her grey toy cat which is never far out of reach. A mini explosion of happiness within, like one of those effervescent tablets you plop into a glass of water. Since joining Paul’s family, I’ve felt as though I’m leaking bubbles of joy wherever I go. I suppose when what happened to me happens, it’s difficult to take anything for granted again. You must grab what you want with both hands and run as fast as you can. Paul taught me that.

			I turn back to face the front with a bounce and lean forward, adjusting the air conditioning, pointing the filter directly in my face. I look at the heat shimmying off the bonnet. It’s late May, barely summer; it feels wrong somehow that it’s so hot. As if we are enjoying something we’ll have to pay for later. Like binge drinking on a Sunday night.

			‘Do you think the house will be unbearably stuffy with all that glass?’ I ask.

			Paul shakes his head. ‘It’s in the middle of a forest. The trees protect it.’ His hand lands on my thigh and squeezes. ‘Stop worrying. It’s a big change, I know. But as Heraclitus says . . .’ I roll my eyes and join him in saying, ‘the only constant is change.’ He looks at me with a grin. ‘Those Greek philosophers really know what they’re talking about.’

			I rest back in my seat. He’s right, of course. I worry too much. Paul always says that worrying is like riding a stationary bike: it’s never going to get me anywhere. He’s skilled at flipping me back into the present again – where everything is perfect. I am so lucky I found them. My heart sings. Before, my hands and arms were empty, desperate for something to hold on to.

			I can’t have children. And I lost my parents at a young age. Destined for nothing above or below. How sad is that? Until Paul. My friends tell me relationships were never my strong point. But I can’t have ever really been in love before. I’m sure I would remember something as intense and all-consuming as this.

			Paul clicks the indicator, and we take a sharp turn. ‘Finally. We made it,’ he says, relieved. The smooth tarmac makes way for a bumpy grit surface. The corner has brought us in direct line with the sun, and I raise my hand to shade my face before pulling the visor down, then I squint to find the house.

			My ‘friends’ are all shocked that I’ve left London with him. They never liked the idea of Paul and felt because of how we met that he took advantage. But they don’t understand. Sometimes you must break the rules to fight for the one you love. In the end they ganged up against me and left me with an ultimatum. They’re sort of still talking to me. Just. Paul thinks they’re all incredibly immature. He’s right, of course: they were totally useless when I really needed them. To be honest, I’m finding it hard to care about their antics – my new family is all I need and I’m sure they’ll come round once a fun weekend in our incredible new home is up for grabs.

			We slowly creep up the mile-long drive. Weeds poke through the coarse surface and the bushes that surround it are scraggly and unkempt, giving the whole preamble a dilapidated energy. But this does not erode the impressiveness of the building.

			I’ve been here before. About a month ago we visited before making the final decision to move. The sight of the house has the same effect it had on me then. The grandeur spanks me right in the face. Built in the 1950s by a noteworthy architect, it looks more like something found in the Catskills, New York, rather than rural England. Black planks of wood clad the frame of the house which is otherwise composed of clear plate glass. The glistening surface boldly stretches across the whole of the downstairs, and then repeats between planks for the upper floor. There, one side holds the master suite, while the other is just a void, which cases the epic high ceilings of the living quarters downstairs. At night, it is like a spaceship soaring through stars. It takes my breath away. Can I really live in a house like this? Can I live up to it?

			In a short amount of time, I’ve progressed from a lonely, broken girl to a mother of two with a detached house in the countryside. One that readers of design magazines and modernist aficionados would drool over. How did I get so lucky? I ask myself again as I tingle with excitement for this next chapter. It just shows: life can hit you with a curve ball when you least expect it. I swallow against the enormity of responsibility which has grabbed me by the throat.

			As we swoop to a stop the sun jolts off the glass frontage right into my eyes, leaving a harsh sunspot. I blink it away. It hangs on for dear life before melting back into my veiny recesses. I wonder for a moment if it will bring on a headache – or worse. But to my relief, nothing surfaces.

			Paul turns the engine off, and we sit there in silence for a moment. The air between us convulses with anticipation. As if we are nervous to begin. ‘Are we really home?’ I whisper, reaching out my hand which he takes.

			‘Yes. For a while anyway.’

			Opening the car door, the cool air rushes outside, colliding with the balmy heat. I begin to get out, but Paul calls, ‘Wait!’ and dashes around the front of the car and catches the door, pulling it back the whole way. He then leans forward and offers a hand. The gesture is sweet. Romantic. I can’t help thinking as he stands there waiting for me how attractive he is. He looks rugged with the new beard he’s been growing – his ‘lumberjack look’, I’ve been affectionately calling it. It’s quite jarring against his usual preppy style, but it suits him. His kind eyes and thick dark hair make him seem far less jaded and worn-down than his circumstances should allow. He’d be forgiven for letting himself go, having raised two small children practically single-handed for the last few years.

			I take his hand, and get out. ‘I can’t believe they’re letting us stay here.’

			Paul laughs. ‘Jack is an old friend. He owed me.’

			‘I hope we don’t break anything,’ I say nervously, almost to myself.

			He pulls me over and hugs me to his side. ‘It’s not like you to be nervous about something . . .’ he jokes, touching my face affectionately. ‘Anyway, I told you, they’re really laid-back.’

			His friends have let us stay here for a year while they’re overseas working. It’s perfect: we get to road test a rural life before we commit, and they get free home security.

			He pecks my lips. ‘Don’t ruin this for yourself, darling.’

			I smile softly and nod. I’ll try.

			A murder of crows call from above and I pivot on the spot, watching them cross over and dive into the canopy of trees behind the house.

			‘Lauren!’ Margo shouts and I turn quickly to the car. She is looking at me in that gruff way she does when I’ve forgotten something. Her lower lip stuck out in disdain. Exasperated by my inexperience. I open the passenger door and undo her buckle and help her down. Her grey cat tumbles to the floor and I crouch to pick it up. Jesse has undone his own belt and has joined his father as he sorts through a cluster of keys, looking for the right one. ‘This is our new house,’ Margo states grandly. Lisping in that cute way she does.

			‘Yes, for a bit.’ I stand behind her and pull out her hair bobble which has come loose. While her head tilts back her big green eyes watch me. She does this frequently. As though she’s checking I’m still there.

			‘I’ve got my own room?’ she checks.

			‘Yes, I told you.’ I move some stray strands from her face. She grins gleefully. I love making her happy.

			A handful. That’s what I thought when Paul told me he had two kids. She’s on her way to four, and Jesse will be five at his next birthday. Was I crazy? But then he introduced me to them and there was something so instant about my love. When her chunky, soft arms went around my neck for the first time, I couldn’t ever think about letting her go. This was my chance to be a mother. And I wasn’t going to let what people thought of me, or us, get in the way of that. Jesse has been harder to win over. But that’s just his personality. He’s less trusting. That’s fine. It will take time and is completely understandable under the circumstances.

			I am, after all, option B.

			I hold Margo’s hand and we walk over to join the boys. As the four of us stand there looking at our new home I feel an excited flutter in my chest. What memories will we make here?

			Paul throws the correct key up in the air. ‘Hurrah!’ he says, slotting it in and striding inside.

			Our new start, and the beginning of my life as a mother. ‘Come on. Let’s do this.’ I squeeze Margo’s hand and we follow Paul in, trying to ignore the thing that is always there loitering in the background. Hovering above me, refusing to leave me alone.

			Her.

			Always watching. Always judging. I have this instinct deep inside that because I wanted so badly to be a mother, I should feel guilty. Much like the recipient of an organ from a donor. I know the only reason I am here is because she is dead. And I am nowhere near as good a mother as she was. I shake her from my mind, refusing to let her ruin this for me. Letting a smile spread across my lips, I tell myself that the hard banging in my chest isn’t fear, it’s excitement. I’m sure of it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Jesse is sitting cross-legged next to my feet on the kitchen floor. He leans into the cardboard box, pulls out a mug and holds it up to me. Crumbled newspaper sloppily hangs off, and I take it from him quickly. I’m unsure the contents of the box will survive Jesse’s clumsy little hands stumbling through it. But I’m negating the risk as he’s enjoying it so much. And it’s rare to find a way to spend quality time in the same space. He’s usually two feet away preparing to take another step back. But he’s enjoying methodically handing pieces of crockery up to me which I then rinse, and place on the stainless-steel worktop with a clink.

			Besides, a few broken bits of IKEA tat is a price worth paying if it diminishes the cloud of agitation that’s been hovering over him. The simplicity of the task seems to have taken his mind off the enormity of what we’ve just done.

			‘I thought there were four of these,’ I say, holding up a ceramic blue mug. He rustles through the pieces nestling in yesterday’s paper.

			‘Here you go, Lauren,’ he replies, holding up the fourth.

			‘Thank you. Best helper ever,’ I say, taking it from him with a wink. His cheeks flare up at the compliment, but I can tell he’s pleased. Jesse is a shy boy who does not cope well with change. Paul and I had many conversations about how he’d handle leaving London. Paul seems to think there will be a period of adjustment and then Jesse will simply be fine, that it’ll be a journey and we’ll just need to support him through it. We’ll – I love it when Paul says things like that. It means so much to me that he includes me within the family unit.

			I glance over to check on Margo, who I set up at the dining table. Her pens are scattered around, lids enthusiastically discarded and her colouring book open. Her elbow holds down the page with her head resting on her palm as she scrawls. She is humming the tune to ‘Wind the Bobbin Up’ as the felt tip makes a scratching noise. Content. Completely unconcerned by the fact she’s left the only home she’s ever really known. The two of them are like chalk and cheese. But there is a reason for that: being the eldest, Jesse was more aware of what was going on at home.

			 From across the shiny stainless-steel kitchen island, I look out into the vast space of the living area. It almost feels limitless with the transparent double-height ceiling and glass bi-folding doors which lead onto a sweeping lawn surrounded by towering pine trees. The sky is still blue even though evening is closing in – with a hazy looseness hovering around us. I’m looking forward to later when it’s pitch black. I’ll be able to lie back on the sofa and stare up at the stars.

			I still can’t believe I live in a house like this. The downstairs is dissected by a contemporary black wood burning stove which hangs down from the high ceiling like a big black club hammer. The soft furnishings are muted browns, beiges and blacks. On the far side is a long twelve-seater dining table with wooden chairs Paul tells me are called ‘wishbone’ because of the ‘Y’ shape of their back. They look very expensive. As does everything. The cushions, the rugs, the paintings on the walls.

			On the other side of the wood burning stove is the hallway that leads to the kids’ rooms, their bathroom and Paul’s study. Along that way too are the stairs that go up to our master suite at the top of the house. Instead of bannisters there is a glass wall that lines the edge of the steps.

			The owners have left a scattering of belongings that they must have decided were easily picked up at their new location and not worth shipping. As soon as we arrived the children gravitated to a wooden shaker-style toy kitchen residing in one corner of the living area. I had to brush it down and rinse off the red pots and pans before they got their mitts on it – everything seems to be covered in a fine layer of dust, more than I would have expected from six months of abandonment. What with all the cleaning on top of the unpacking, it is going to take me a while to feel completely relaxed here. I keep telling myself not to overdo it. But I’m so ready for all of this and it’s my job to make it feel like home, after all.

			Outside, I notice a bird hopping across the lawn picking at something in the grass with its beak. I have no idea how we’ll ever get used to living within solid walls again. Being here will spoil us when we downsize to something we can afford to buy. Paul had just sold the home he shared with Emma when I moved into his rented flat in London. So, he has the money to buy somewhere, but I don’t want to pry and ask how much, unsure if that would be overstepping the mark. People can be funny about personal finances, and I feel terrible that I can’t contribute and rely on him so heavily in that sense. As well as all the other senses too. And he’s so generous. Always buying me expensive presents. Hopefully it won’t be like this forever, and I’ll be able to pay his kindness back. I can’t dwell on it too much right now, it makes me feel useless. Yet another thing I can’t bring to the table.

			‘Mummy . . .’ Jesse begins, but then he realises his mistake and stops himself. He looks mortified. ‘Lauren, I mean . . .’ he mumbles, head down, staring at the floor. Hands shaking.

			I crouch next to him and squeeze him to my side. ‘It’s okay,’ I say gently. He lost Emma in such a horrible way. Cancer. She literally withered and died in front of their eyes in a matter of months. He was so young, and still is. She just exists as fragments to him now. Moments he cannot decipher. The trauma so appalling, and he was so small – he can barely remember her at all. And Paul rarely speaks about her – well, not in front of me. The pain so raw for him, and harder still to face his children’s. Margo doesn’t take much notice as she was only one when it happened. She has no idea anything is missing at all. But Jesse feels it. The weight he carries around is visible to me. Grief when you can’t quite recollect the person belongs to other people more than you.

			My parents both died when I was very small. I was brought up by my aunt and uncle who moved to Australia as soon as I finished school. I don’t blame them for going. They were more than sixty when they got lumped with me. I was due to travel to Sydney just before my accident but obviously couldn’t go once it had happened. My uncle is too old to make the trip back now, and my aunt would never leave him. We email, and they send the odd postcard, which is very sweet. I’m so grateful for all they’ve done for me. They really should have been relaxing and enjoying life when I came along, and I certainly don’t want to be a burden to them again. Maybe, one day when the kids are a bit older, we could go out there. I’d really like to see them with my own eyes after everything I’ve been through. Paul agrees it would be nice, although the twenty-four-hour flight with two kids is quite a horrendous thought. Thank goodness for iPads.

			‘Sorry,’ Jesse says, still unable to look up.

			I squeeze him again and kiss the top of his head. ‘It’s fine, Jesse.’ To be honest, I’d quite like them to call me Mummy one day. But I know it will take a while to work up to that. And I have no idea what Paul will think of it. It’s a big step and one that is very loaded. I’m not trying to replace her. Anyway, it’s something the children can decide much further down the line. He’s not even asked me to marry him yet.

			We continue our teamwork. Jesse unwrapping as I wash and organise.

			‘Sorry we’re having such a boring day,’ I say.

			He shrugs. ‘Only boring people get bored.’

			I break into a smile. ‘That is very smart, Jesse.’

			The whole production of unpacking is taking a while longer than I was hoping. Mainly because I don’t really want to use any of Paul’s friends’ things in case they get damaged. So, I’ve found myself clearing all of them into our empty boxes to store in the garage.

			Paul pauses as he walks past, taking in what I’m doing with a bemused smile. ‘They said they didn’t mind if we use their kitchen stuff.’

			‘Kids break everything, Paul. I’d prefer it this way.’ He shrugs and lets me get on with it. I know he thinks I’m being overly cautious. But from what he’s told me of his friends, I can tell they’re the kind of people who’d appreciate my vigilance. And there is no way I can spend the next year stressing over every little breakage. I bet Emma would have done the same. No, that’s wrong actually. Emma wouldn’t have got all het up about it in the first place; she’d be in complete control the whole time.

			‘It’s too hot,’ I say, walking over to the bi-folding doors and yanking them open with a heave. It doesn’t make much difference. In fact, I think I’ve just let more hot air in. I look longingly out to the garden. Like the front, it’s completely overgrown. Nevertheless, I’m looking forward to carving out a few hours away from unpacking to spend in the sunshine with the kids tomorrow. I think Paul said he spotted a sprinkler in the garage. I must order a paddling pool now we have a garden. I imagine what it will look like all pruned and mowed. I think of myself in a floaty cotton dress handing out pieces of watermelon for Jesse and Margo to crunch on. The sticky pink liquid pouring down their forearms as they rush back under the sprinkler squealing. The image stalls me. I forget what I’m doing for a moment.

			‘Lauren?’ I jerk my head in surprise. Paul is standing next to me. ‘Are you okay?’ he asks, frowning.

			‘Yes, fine.’ I smile broadly, wanting to remove his worry.

			‘Why don’t you stop and take a break?’ he suggests. ‘You seem to have doubled the workload with the system you’ve cooked up. Tell me what to do, I’ll take over.’

			I shake my head. ‘No, I’m fine, honestly. Full of beans. And I’ve got the best assistant here helping me.’ I smile down at Jesse who nods proudly.

			‘Okay, well, don’t worry about sorting Jack’s study, I’ll do it. He said he’s happy for me to use it, but he’d prefer me to lock away his things now people will be coming and going, as he’s got all his important paperwork in there.’

			I nod as I reach to open another cupboard. I find it jam-packed with colourful plastic beakers and plates and a couple of baby bottles too. I pick up a beaker and stare at it. It’s well worn. I run my finger over the daily-use scratches. It could be any cup in any family house anywhere. I look out at the sophisticated setting. It really looks too pristine to have had children living here.

			‘They’ve got a little girl Margo’s age,’ Paul reminds me. ‘I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if we used their stuff. She’ll have grown out of it all by the time they get back. We could use that booster seat I saw in the garage instead of ordering a new one to replace the one that broke?’

			I shake my head forcefully, annoyed he doesn’t understand. ‘No, Paul. It will just get disgusting with food all over it. I’m sure they wouldn’t like us to.’ I tut. ‘I’ll see if I can get one delivered out here.’

			‘It’s not Mars,’ he replies, laughing at me before noting my displeasure and coming over, arms open, ready to hug. My irritation melts.

			‘Are you sure it isn’t?’ I reply into his chest.

			‘Come on, isn’t it great? I feel like I can breathe again.’ He squeezes me tightly and sways me from side to side in that way he does. I can tell he’s thrilled to be here. I am too – just slightly more tentatively. Paul has the ability to jump into something with confident gusto in a way I’m obviously not programmed to muster.

			‘It’s amazing,’ I reply, not wanting to put a downer on things.

			I empty the cupboard of children’s items into the box I’ve already unpacked and then close the lid and tape it shut. Picking up the full box, I walk towards the internal door that leads to the garage which is set back from the main house. It’s not heavier than the others, but I begin to feel light-headed. En route something on the ceiling catches my eye and I stop. A black shiny dome, like a CCTV camera in a shopping centre, but smaller.

			‘Hey, let me take that,’ Paul says, rushing to take the box from me. I look down and realise my hands are shaking.

			‘I’m fine,’ I murmur, but let him remove it from my grasp. ‘Is that a camera?’ I nod towards it.

			Paul looks in the direction I’m looking. His brow furrows and he presses his lips together. ‘I’m not sure, possibly. Looks like one. I don’t know where it’s connected to, though.’ He puts the box down and goes to a plush-looking panel on the wall. ‘I can’t see anything,’ he says as he taps on the device. He glances around again before adding, ‘It’s most probably connected to an app. It won’t be turned on.’

			‘You don’t think . . . they’re watching us, do you?’ I suddenly feel very self-conscious. I’ve been going through all their belongings.

			‘No, of course not, Lauren.’ He laughs. ‘They’ve probably disconnected it. I can ask how to make it work if you want? We can use it?’

			I shake my head. ‘Weird to have a security camera inside a house instead of outside, isn’t it?’

			‘They’re wealthy, and wealthy people have a lot to lose.’ He comes over to me, having to quash my concerns yet again. ‘Please don’t worry about it, okay?’ He pulls me in for another hug. ‘The last thing I want is for you to be stressed. The whole point of getting out of the city is so you can rest and recover.’

			‘I’m not stressed,’ I whisper. Suck it up, Lauren. Why can’t I just enjoy something? Why am I constantly looking for negatives? I watch as he leans back down to pick the box up with a slightly weary look. Poor Paul. After everything he’s done for me. He’s going to get sick of having me around if all I do is poke holes in everything. I sigh, irritated with myself. I grab the fabric of his sweater sleeve, and he puts the box down, allowing me to direct him up, to my lips. ‘Sorry,’ I whisper.

			‘Are you happy we came?’ he whispers into my hair.

			‘Infinitely,’ I whisper back. ‘I love you.’

			‘I love you more than you could ever know,’ he tells me, and my eyelids flutter as I enjoy the feeling the words give.

			A loud smash from the kitchen breaks us up. We look over, startled. Jesse is standing there with blood running down his hand.

			‘Sorry . . . sorry . . .’ he stammers.

			‘Don’t move,’ Paul says firmly, rushing towards him. I follow to help.

			‘Ewwwww,’ Margo cries, sitting up in her chair.

			‘Don’t move, Jesse, you don’t have any shoes on,’ Paul reminds him. Jesse looks down at his bare feet and begins to cry. ‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ Paul says sternly and reaches down to pluck him from his spot on the cold, hard tiles and puts him back down away from the smashed item.

			‘Paul!’ I shout. He’s put him straight down on the cream carpet. He gives me a cross look as he moves Jesse off. ‘Sorry, I . . .’ I mumble. Feeling bad my first concern was for the soft furnishings rather than his son.

			‘I’m sorry, Daddy, I’m sorry,’ Jesse says, crying. He looks up at his dad, with a nervous expression.

			‘It’s okay.’ Paul rubs his son’s back for reassurance. Then he cups Jesse’s hand in his, inspecting the wound as though he is holding an injured bird. Jesse looks the other way, too scared to see. ‘It’s not deep. We’ll clean it and find a plaster and you’ll be as good as new,’ Paul says.

			‘It’s my fault, Jesse. I should have been helping,’ I tell him. Paul looks up at me from the embrace with his little boy. The glance has a note of dissatisfaction embedded. Sorry, I mouth. And he shakes his head slightly. Margo comes marching over still clutching a pen in her fist.

			‘Hospital?’ she lisps, trying to get a good look.

			‘Not this time. Just a plaster,’ I say, putting an arm around her.

			‘My doctor’s kit?’ She turns to face me. ‘Where is it?’

			I laugh lightly. ‘Are you going to bandage him up?’

			‘I should,’ she says sincerely.

			‘Come on then. I think it’s in one of these boxes over here.’ I look back at Jesse and his father. Jesse has moved away from him and Paul is checking something on his phone. Their relationship has always confused me. Paul is sometimes dismissive in a way he isn’t with Margo. Are all fathers harder on sons than daughters? I suppose Margo is so easy to love, which means people give her that love more readily. I tell myself I must try harder with him. Jesse deserves attention and love just as much as his sister, even if it isn’t reciprocated so easily.

			My hand is pulled by Margo. ‘Come on,’ she orders. And I enjoy the feeling of being needed. It reassures me that even though I wouldn’t be her first choice, I am still the one she wants now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It’s a few days later, and I’m feeling slightly more settled after a hectic weekend organising the house. I’ve not exerted myself this side of normal and I’m feeling it. There is still a lot to do, but at least it’s Monday, so I’ll have a few hours without the constant guilt of whether the kids are suitably entertained. Margo is starting at the school nursery. It’s all she talks about. ‘Will I have after-school play dates?’ she asks, more desperate for a social life than me. Jesse, on the other hand, is sulking; he doesn’t want to go. He hated school in London and was always pretending he had a tummy ache, so he’d get to stay home, causing Paul a lot of stress.

			He is due to join the reception class halfway through the summer term, and I do feel for him having to slot into group dynamics where relationships have already been formed. It was one of the factors that made us think twice about the move. In the end, the rationale was that we’d have to sign up for another year on the lease at the flat and we didn’t want to wait that long. Besides, it’s not as if Jesse liked his current school anyway – maybe he’d be a better fit in the smaller village variety? The offer of this amazing house rent-free really spun it, and Paul wanted to nab it quick before they changed their minds.

			He keeps saying how great being here will be for my recovery – to get out of the smog and into the fresh air. So, we decided to go for it. Sometimes a baptism by fire is the best way to go, Paul said.

			It takes ages to get out of the house this morning – I can’t find the kids’ water bottles or Jesse’s black shoes which were delivered before we left and then I packed somewhere ‘special’ so I wouldn’t forget.

			My memory isn’t what it used to be. Paul jokes he should leave Post-it notes around and I laugh along, but really it gives me that sinking feeling that it’s another way I’m failing. I don’t want him to know how incapable I really feel most of the time. I try to hide my low days as much as possible.

			The school run is something I’m really looking forward to. Back in London, Paul was so busy with work he said it was the one thing that kept him tied to the kids. But now most of his work will be at home, he’s happy to hand over the reins. I’ve only recently felt strong enough to take on this sort of responsibility. Looking after two little kids at home is one thing; outside it is a whole new overwhelming scenario. But now, here, in our fresh start, I’m excited about meeting other parents and doing all the mummy things you’re meant to do at this stage of their lives. Birthday parties, PTA meetings and tantrums in shopping aisles – all of it. The good, the bad and the ugly. I shake off the familiar feeling that I’m an imposter. As if someone has handed me an access all areas pass, just as I was told I couldn’t come in.

			The drive to the village takes about twenty minutes of nearly isolated roads. Not a house in sight, I note. It really brings home how far away we are from anyone else, and I’m surprised at how relieved I am when we get to the outskirts of the village. I click the indicator, remembering the turn from when we took a look the same weekend we viewed the house.

			The tiny red-brick school sits on the edge of a large green, where, the head teacher told me, the fathers play cricket on Saturday mornings. My imagination ran away thinking of Paul dressed in grass-stained whites. Now we have more time, maybe he’ll become a bit more sociable. He was always too busy in the city. And I wasn’t exactly in the position to be on form for dinner parties and gatherings. He always said what a pity it was he couldn’t get more involved in school activities, for Jesse’s sake.

			The rubber surface of the playground curves around the back of the structure. Snakes and ladders and hopping games are colourfully laid on the floor. A wooden climbing frame with monkey bars, hanging ropes and a silver metal slide is visible from the front. It all seems very small and rustic compared to the towering school complexes I’ve seen in London.

			Paul had a conflicting work call this morning, and felt terrible he couldn’t join us to drop them on their first day. I was secretly pleased, honoured, to be trusted with such an important event on my own, as it says so much about Paul’s belief in my position within his family.

			Once parked, I look over at the cluster of parents dropping off their children. Nerves trickle through me and I close my eyes momentarily. ‘Are we here?’ Margo asks impatiently from the back seat.

			Once out, I hold their hands and we snake through the pockets of enthusiastic conversations and kids charging at friends squealing with morning energy. I look around feeling lost, wondering where we’re meant to be. The bell goes and attention is refocused. Teachers come out and wait patiently for parents to kiss children goodbye. I look down at both of mine. They look so small clutching their tin water bottles, residue of sun cream on their faces, which I didn’t get the chance to rub in before they squirmed and ran away.

			See, I’m useless. Especially when they’re really determined or on their way to a meltdown. Added to that I’m never sure if it’s my place to discipline or be strict. Plus, I always feel like I’m on a mission to make them like me . . . okay, love me. How silly is it to be ruled by a three-year-old and a four-year-old? They probably know I’m under the thumb. I sigh. I’m not doing a very good job at this.

			Emma, after all, was the perfect mother – she breastfed both children exclusively. She wouldn’t allow them to go to nursery, as she wanted to do everything herself. She cooked every meal from scratch and wouldn’t let them have any refined sugar.

			Paul lets these little morsels of information drop, as if by accident, as I stir through ready-made pasta sauce, or suggest they don’t need a bath every night.

			Recognising the teachers I met the other month, I crouch down to the kids’ level. ‘Have a brilliant day, Margo,’ I say, giving her a hug and kissing her soft cheek. ‘I will!’ she shouts, running off. Jesse loiters and I grab him by the shoulders. ‘Remember what Christopher Robin says to Winnie-the-Pooh?’ I say, repeating a line from the book we recently read together. It was about being brave and was something he picked up on and we talked about. He looks down at the floor, before nodding and wandering over to the other children in his class.

			Well, that piece of wisdom went down like a lead balloon. A little flutter of anxiety rises in my chest.

			How will I know when I’m doing it right?

			I stand with my arms folded watching them in their respective lines. Margo drops her water bottle, and it lands with a clink. I take two steps forward before the young teacher rushes over and picks it up for her. The second bell goes, and the teacher leads the untidy queue of children into the school. Margo turns her head back to check I’m still here, and I wave enthusiastically. She grins. Then Jesse’s teacher claps his hands together and turns to march his own class in. I wait for Jesse to look back at me, but he doesn’t. My expectant hand falls to my side in disappointment.

			These ‘maternal instincts’ I hear about – do you only get those with your own children? I often imagine Emma watching me as I deal with Margo crying on the floor, or as Jesse refuses to come out of his room for dinner. Her tuts of disappointment practically reverberate around the whole room.

			I occasionally eke out information about their past lives – it’s quite masochistic really. I have to be careful not to upset Paul, as he is easily overwhelmed when he talks about Emma. And seeing that pain, and how much he loved her, only reinforces my own inadequacies. I’ve learnt to limit the collection of these crumbs, not just for his sake, but mine too. Because I’m scared he will finally see how much I’m lacking in comparison. But something inside is keen to know more.

			It hurts, but I crave it.

			Emma would have dealt with this morning’s struggle brilliantly. Margo’s hair would be French plaited, something I’ve never managed. I’ve watched YouTube tutorials trying to learn but honestly her hair just slips through my fingers. She’d be wearing those white socks with the frills around the edge inside her black patent Mary-Jane shoes instead of a pair of Jesse’s blue ones with trucks on – I couldn’t find a matching set of her own. Paul says I’m doing a brilliant job, but I know he is just trying to be encouraging. I sense when he’s noted me doing something wrong, but tries not to nag or seem condescending by pointing out my faults.

			‘Hi.’ I turn at the sound. A woman probably five years older than me is standing there. Blonde hair tied back in a messy bun, wearing a Breton striped T-shirt and tiny gold hoops. ‘You’re new,’ she accuses in a pushy sort of way that I like.

			I smile, I’ve been waiting for this moment, I gulp a breath before I launch in. ‘Yes, I’m Lauren. We moved here over the weekend.’ I feel her eyes glide over me. I wonder if she’ll notice I don’t really belong at the school gates. I have reached them with none of the usual preamble: no sleepless nights, no pain of childbirth. I’ve cheated the system.

			‘I’m Isobel – welcome! So nice to have some fresh blood,’ she jokes warmly. ‘What year?’ She nods in the direction of the school, and it takes me a moment to realise she is talking about the kids.

			‘Margo is in nursery and Jesse’s in reception.’

			‘Gosh, you didn’t hang about!’ I have no idea at what point I should say I’m not their mother. She continues before I have the chance to decide. ‘Saskia is in the nursery too! We must get them together for a play date.’

			I get a feeling of lightness at the invitation and can’t help but grin at the floor before looking up. ‘That would be lovely. Have you lived here long?’

			‘We moved about eight years ago. We got the sudden urge to renovate an old mill and leave smoggy Camberwell. Did you come from London too?’ I nod and she continues: ‘We’ve had a few recently. Suddenly the rural life has become very appealing. Where are you living?’

			‘Off Layton Road. It’s in the middle of nowhere really, in the woods. We’re just renting it for now . . .’

			‘The glass house?’ she says quickly, eyebrows raised with intrigue. ‘I’ve never seen it myself. It’s a bit of a mystical beast around here, you’ll see. There’s been all sorts of gossip about when it was going to be filled.’ She leans in and whispers, ‘The last lot that lived there were very secretive. None of us ever met them and then before I knew it, they were gone!’

			I smile politely, surprised by the intensity. ‘They’re letting us stay there while they’re abroad,’ I explain.

			‘Oh, that’s what happened.’ Her shoulders fall, a bit disappointed by the simple explanation. As if I’ve shattered some sort of illusion. She fishes in her bag and removes her phone. ‘Here.’ She hands it to me, open on a fresh new contact page. ‘Type in your number and I’ll add you to the PTA WhatsApp group.’

			I take it from her and type in my details before handing it back, pleased. ‘Great – yes, do add me. I’d love that.’ Her head cocks to one side in amusement and I feel as though I may have seemed too keen. Maybe I’m meant to find it all an annoying added obligation to an already busy schedule.

			‘I’ll remember that when there are cakes to be baked and stalls to be manned,’ she chuckles.

			I laugh along, self-consciously.

			We say our goodbyes and I walk back to the car. Shutting the door, I turn the engine on with a sudden burst of excitement to get back to Paul. It’s been a few days since we’ve had a chunk of time without the kids. I wonder if he’s got a packed day. His last job, in London, meant he was attached to a unit within a hospital and was often on call, having to dart out at a moment’s notice. It was a nightmare with childcare; he said he had a string of useless nannies before he met me. I can’t believe I now get him all to myself at home most of the time.

			Pulling up outside the house, I get out and snap the car door shut. An excited skip is involuntarily added to my step. As I walk to the front door, I extract my keys from the pocket of my denim shorts. I stare at them in my hands; these are the old ones, from the flat. I was meant to leave them on the kitchen counter with Paul’s. Will I always be this forgetful? Tutting to myself, I press the doorbell. A loud ta-da! sound surprises me and I take a closer look. It’s one of those hi-tech models with a pinhole camera. Again, I think about Paul’s friends, getting notifications to their phones about our whereabouts. I don’t like the idea of being watched. It gives me an uneasy feeling.

			Paul opens the door. His arm curls around my shoulders, pulling me inside, ‘Hey. Were they okay? I feel awful I couldn’t be there. I tried my best to get out of that call.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ I reassure him. ‘They were fine. There wasn’t a scene or anything!’

			He kisses the top of my head. ‘Thank you – I know none of this is easy. Such a big change and they can be hard work,’ he says knowingly.

			I shake my head. ‘They’re great. I love them. Tantrums and belly laughs and all.’ I look up at him and he kisses me on the mouth. The kiss becomes less tender and more passionate. We pause for breath and he cups my face. ‘Wasn’t this a good idea? No rush hour or noisy neighbours. Or bosses demanding things from me. We’re free!’ I nod happily, and his lips lean into mine for more. As we connect the CCTV camera catches my eye. His tongue works its way into my mouth and my eyes focus on a little red dot which has appeared on the camera. I feel his hand slide up my jumper into my bra. My head begins to throb. I push him away.

			‘What is it?’ he asks.

			I look back up at the camera. But the red dot has gone. Did I imagine it? ‘Nothing,’ I murmur.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The next day I sit back on the sofa exhausted and satisfied. The glass of ice water makes a clinking noise as I raise it to my lips. I’ve done it – there is not one box left to unpack and I’ve hoovered and dusted the place squeaky clean. I need to take a much-deserved break and relax for a bit. My eyes creep over to the garden and my fleeting contentment fades. Weeds clutter the beds, creeping forward into the overrun lawn. Clusters of ivy skulk forward unabated. I blink a few times. You don’t need everything to be perfect, I say to myself. Stop it. Rest. Enjoy the moment. The trouble is, there isn’t anything I can do about the black holes in my past – but there is plenty I can do to determine my present, and my future.

			A few minutes later I decide to rummage around the garage for gardening tools.

			It smells of damp and old paint. I couldn’t find the light switch, so instead rely on the streams of daylight shining through the gaps in the retractable metal door. It’s just enough to pick my way through without falling. Blue-painted metal frame shelves carry the cardboard boxes filled with Paul’s friends’ belongings, and a dusty old baby jungle gym lies discarded on the bottom rung. Various tools hang above a workbench, and an axe and a shovel caked in mud dangle from a beam. In the centre of the room is Paul’s boxing bag, which he uses to let off steam. I duck to get around it, moving towards a basket full of what I’m looking for. I bend down and pull out a trowel and fork along with some pruning shears. Pleased with my discovery, I place them back and lift up the basket, along with an old battered bucket that will be perfect for discarded weeds.

			The light snaps on and I turn towards the door. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust.

			‘It’s here,’ Paul calls over.

			‘What?’ I walk to the punchbag and move it to one side so I can see him.

			‘The light switch.’ He laughs. ‘What are you doing creeping around in the dark?’

			‘I couldn’t find it.’ I shrug. ‘Just grabbing some gardening bits. I can’t look at that view any longer.’

			‘You need to take a break, you’ve been non-stop.’ The lecturing tone of his voice fills me with insubordination. ‘I’m fine.’ I nudge the punchbag away and walk to him, kissing him on the lips. He cradles my face, and we smile at each other. ‘How am I ever going to get any work done around here?’ he muses, shaking his head, turning back towards his study.

			I collect the gardening things and walk to the door, flipping the light off with my elbow. Before I leave, I hear something clatter to the floor.

			I turn.

			The hanging axe sways from side to side and the shovel lies helplessly on the bare concrete like a murder victim. Placing the bucket and basket down, I wander over and pick it up. Then I step onto a concrete slab to give myself that extra height needed to loop the handle back through the hook. As I come back down, I notice something on the lower shelf. It looks like a tennis racket cover, although it isn’t the correct shape. Intrigued, I move my hand over to it and bring it down to the floor with me.

			Whisper Sniper 2.2 Air Rifle is printed on the black material in white. I unzip the cover to see the barrel of a gun. I swallow. It makes me feel a bit sick, even though I know it isn’t a proper gun. We’re in the countryside, I’m sure most homes around here have something similar for pests. Even so – I don’t like the sight of it, and I don’t like the idea of one of the kids finding it.

			I reach back up and place it on the top shelf. Pushing it as far as I can away from the edge. I walk back over to the door and take one last look. The strap of the rifle bag has slipped back down off the shelf. ‘Lauren!’ I hear Paul call urgently, and I walk out of the garage and into the main house. Wondering what he could want.

			 

			The hot sun follows me as I work my way around the circular drive, wrestling with weeds I then unceremoniously slap into my bucket. Mid-afternoon I wave at Paul as he hops into the car to collect the kids. I’ll usually be the one ferrying them around, but he wants to collect them this afternoon. I watch the boot of the car trundle down the drive, and sit back and cough, feeling dizzy. I blink up at the cloudless sky and wipe the sweat that has collected on my chest away. My head is throbbing, and I curse myself for ignoring my body, listening instead to the excited chatter of my head promising a future unhampered by all that stuff I’ve left behind. I throw my trowel down and give into the need for rest.

			The house is pleasantly cool and I kick off my muddy worn sandals. Lying back on the sofa, I stare up through the ceiling at the sky. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes, letting myself fall.

			Sleep comes to me so easily these days.

			 

			In the dream I thrash around, screaming so loud my throat feels raw. Begging someone to help me, crying out for the pain to stop. But no one comes. My chest convulses, my fingers reach out for a hand to hold. The pain is so overwhelming I feel as though I am being ripped in two and gutted. And the blood – so much blood. And then it is gone and the euphoria comes. The white light and the calm stillness of peace which is so perfect I know I must have reached somewhere holy.

			 

			I gasp a breath as I snap awake. My view is of the sky. I sit up and look around the living room, trying to place myself. I’m in the glass house. In the woods. We just moved here. I’m with Paul, Jesse and Margo. My new family. Our fresh start. Everything is okay. Relief sweeps through me. It was a dream. My heart is still racing when I hear the sound of the keys in the front door.

			‘Jesse, just calm down, okay?’ Paul sounds frustrated. ‘As I said before, you can’t have an ice lolly until you say sorry to Margo. It’s very simple.’

			I get up quickly, eager not to seem as drained as I feel. I pad through to where they are gathered by the front door.

			‘It’s not fair,’ Jesse cries, rushing to his room.

			‘Jesse! Shoes!’ Paul shouts after him, staring down the hallway towards his son’s room, rubbing his beard in frustration. Margo is curled around his legs, and he strokes her back. I look at him questioningly.

			‘Today was not a good day,’ he states, with a stiff smile. ‘He hit another kid and then threw Margo’s drawing out of the car window on the drive home.’

			‘Oh dear.’ I chew my lip and look towards Jesse’s bedroom door. ‘Maybe things will get worse before they get better?’ I try. Paul grimaces. ‘Do you want me to speak to him?’

			Paul shrugs and nods as if to say, be my guest. Poor Paul. He looks tired. He’s got so much on his shoulders, what with work, worrying about the kids, the move. And, of course, me. I need to step up. He can’t hold everything together all the time.

			‘I’ll talk to him,’ I confirm, and he looks relieved. I hug him tight and Margo loops an arm around one of my legs too.

			‘Thank you,’ he whispers. I remind myself that Paul needs to get used to our new surroundings as well. It’s not just the children who have been through it. Paul has been through the wringer as well.

			 

			I knock before pushing Jesse’s door open. The floor is littered with books, building blocks and miniature dinosaurs. ‘Hey,’ I say gently. He looks up, briefly acknowledging me before turning his attention back to his giant plastic insects. I swallow thickly. They make me feel a bit sick. I’m not a fan of spiders and I know there is a large one in his collection that turns my stomach. When I first moved into the flat, Jesse used to leave it lying around and I’d get the shock of my life. Paul said it wasn’t malicious, but I couldn’t help thinking the little boy knew the reaction it evoked and did it for kicks. I considered throwing it in the bin while he was at school, but I can’t even bring myself to touch it.

			I fight the squeamish feeling and stride over to sit next to him on the floor. Picking up a large black beetle, I lay it out next to the others in the queue he’s formed. ‘That doesn’t go there,’ he says, knocking my hand out the way. He picks it up and places it back in the tub.

			‘Oh, right,’ I mutter. ‘Did you have a good day?’ I try to make the question sound as unloaded as possible. ‘Anything you want to talk about?’

			His hand jerks at the question and he looks up at me remorsefully. ‘No,’ he whispers.

			‘Did you get upset with one of the other kids?’

			He swallows before answering; his voice shakes. ‘I hit one of the girls.’

			I frown. ‘Well, that’s naughty. You know that, don’t you, Jesse?’

			Jesse nods. A moment later he quietly admits, ‘I felt bad afterwards.’

			I am relieved at the admission, and I shuffle over and put my arm around him. ‘It’s okay to make mistakes. As long as you say sorry and don’t do it again. Okay?’
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