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      The boy sits on the tarmac, knees drawn up to his chin, his feet crammed into scuffed black school shoes as he stares at the ground between them. Across the playground he hears the whoops and cries of the other kids at break time – charging about inanely as they shriek and scream in a steam-releasing chorus.

      He doesn’t need to let off steam. What a waste that would be. He likes to let it build up, to simmer inside until he feels his brain swell and his nerves jump. Nothing gives him more pleasure than feeling the twist in his guts, the pressure behind his eyes as his body builds and tenses. Why, he’s not sure, but he knows, as certain as those two insects scuttling between his feet, that he’s not going to play tag or football or swap trading cards like the others. That’s for babies. And he’s not a baby. No way.

      He hates this school; wants to burn it down. The other kids have barely spoken to him since he started a few weeks ago. Things were fine when it was just him and his mum at their old place, their old life, without Griff or his new baby sister.

      He wipes the back of his hand under one eye. Something is making it water, making his vision blurry as he stares at the iridescent beetle waddling one way then back the other. He puts out a grubby finger, stopping the bug in his tracks, wanting it to meet the ladybird. He doesn’t know if beetles eat ladybirds for lunch, but he hopes so.

      A thud resonates through his head as a football hits the wall next to him. He hates that he flinches – he can’t help it – and also doesn’t like that the fat kid from two classes above him lumbers over to fetch the ball, panting, sweating through his pale-blue shirt. His tie is knotted short, his trousers hanging low on bulging hips.

      ‘Idiot,’ the older kid spits down at him, laughing. Picking up the ball, he draws back his foot as if he’s about to launch it at his thigh but thinks better of it at the sound of the teacher’s voice. Instead, the big kid flobs on the ground, narrowly missing him, before striding off with the ball tucked under his arm.

      Fat fucker, the boy yells back in his head, imagining his foot sticking out to trip the other kid up, his nose bloody when he hits the ground, everyone laughing at him. But that’s not real life, not how it goes for him. He wipes his eye again as the feeling grows. Steam. More steam building as he turns his attention back to the insects.

      Not real life. Not yet, he thinks, fighting the tears, clamping his teeth together.

      ‘Go on, don’t be afraid,’ he whispers to the ladybird as she spreads her wings, showing a petticoat of wonder beneath her black and red coat. He had no idea. Didn’t realise she had so many delicate layers – each one vulnerable and fragile. Not like the beetle, he thinks, marvelling at the shiny green and blue of his armour plating, making him appear metallic. Invincible – just how he wants to be.

      He uses a twig to coax his new pets closer together. They’re a good distraction from his thoughts – the thoughts that pound the inside of his head from the moment he wakes up until the moment he struggles for sleep, trying to block out the noises coming from his mum and Griff’s room.

      ‘Maybe you’ll be my friends,’ he says under his breath, rummaging in his pocket in case that old Tic Tac container is still there to put them in. ‘’Cos I haven’t got no others,’ he whispers, his shoulders slumping forward.

      Something in his eye again.

      And that’s when he’s aware of a shadow – a presence looming over him, blocking out the sun from his private corner of the playground. He sees two tatty trainers on the ground in front of him, the grimy laces thickly knotted with no hope of ever being undone, and the once-white plastic a muddy brown. Hanging down over the trainers are grey school trousers, their hems frayed and crusted with mud.

      Before he knows what’s happening, one of the feet lifts up and stamps down hard on the tarmac where the insects have just met. He feels the involuntary gasp in his throat, shuddering as his nerves fire jolts through his body. He’s never felt pressure like it.

      Then the foot lifts up again and he can hardly believe that the flattened ladybird and beetle had so much stuff inside them. So much ugly stuff. It feels as if his brain is letting off fireworks.

      Slowly, his eyes track up the skinny legs – a hole in one of the knees exposing grazed and scabby skin beneath. One side of the boy’s pale-blue school shirt hangs untucked from the waistband, a button missing, and two arms dangle within a navy-blue padded anorak with the stuffing coming out of one elbow.

      The face belonging to the bug-squasher is smaller and paler than he’d imagined and, when their eyes meet, the feeling inside him is unlike anything he’s ever experienced before. It’s like a thousand happy playtimes all rolled into one. He feels like he might explode. A release.

      And then, as he stares up in awe, the boy above him smiles. Slowly at first but his own mouth soon follows suit, returning the grin as his cracked lips stretch wide – each of them unaware of what is yet to come.
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      I stare at the pregnancy test strip, waiting for the results. My cheeks still smart from the dank February air outside, even though it’s warm in my office. Too warm, I think, making a mental note to ask Peggy to turn the heating down. I glance at my watch. Fifteen minutes until clinic starts – my first day back at work since… since the accident six weeks ago. Since I lost Jeremy, my husband. And only three minutes to find out what the rest of my life holds.

      My hands are shaking, so I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths. It does little to ease the ache in my heart, the fear flowing through my veins. I miss him so much.

      Somehow, I have to pull myself together, get a grip, focus and block out everything churning inside me – at least while I’m at the surgery. Half a dozen patients were already queuing up outside when I arrived, some of them greeting me, offering their condolences, though I didn’t stop to talk – just nodding a small smile as I rushed past. Peggy will unlock the doors on the dot of eight thirty, allowing them all to file in, wait their turn for their allotted ten minutes with me or one of the other GPs here at Waverly Medical Practice.

      A precisely planned day lies ahead, filled with patients, meetings, reviewing test results, phone calls and occasionally a home visit, because I refuse to give them up entirely. Waverly is a community practice and our patients rely on us – on me – and our personal service, the relationships we’ve built through generations of families. Though, try as we might to run a tight ship, nothing ever goes to plan. Life gets in the way. Besides, I couldn’t stay off work any longer. I was drowning in the whirlpool of my own thoughts, bubbling under my grief just sitting at home alone. Kieran has already gone back to school, only missing the first week of term after the Christmas holidays – needing his friends, routine, some kind of normality. And now it’s time for me to do the same. Get back into some kind of life again. A life that will now always have a hole carved in it.

      I place the test strip down on my desk next to the sample I took on my way in, having dashed into the toilets without any of our three receptionists noticing me as I arrived. After I’d finished throwing up, I’d filled the little container and gone straight to my office with my head down. Apart from a vase of fresh flowers on the windowsill and a ‘thinking of you’ card from my colleagues (and the room having been cleaned), everything is just as I’d left it the day before New Year’s Eve – a time capsule from when my life was normal. When I’d forced it to be normal, even though I’d had my suspicions it wasn’t.

      ‘Please, please, please,’ I whisper, biting my lip and watching the liquid seep slowly up the strip, creeping ever closer to the control line, and then onwards to the second marker. ‘Human chorionic gonadotrophin,’ I say, unwinding the pale-blue scarf from around my neck, not taking my eyes off the strip. Three words with the power to turn a night of… of… I shake my head, shuddering and daring to take my eyes off the strip as I slip off my overcoat, hanging it and my scarf on the back of the door. Into a terrible mistake, I think, staring down at the test strip again.

      Another minute to go.

      None of this seems real.

      The phone on my desk rings.

      ‘Welcome back, Dr Miller,’ Peggy says through a swallow. She always brings breakfast in to work. The staff have been kind and understanding since it happened – not least Tim Blake, my fellow partner at Waverly. ‘Dr Blake wants to know if you can change the partners’ meeting to three o’clock instead of two.’

      ‘Change the meeting…?’ I say, distracted, not taking my eyes off the strip. If I could change anything right now, it would be that one stupid, reckless night a couple of months ago – a night I can barely even remember. Barely remember except when I wake from the terror-filled dreams, sweat pouring off me, fragments of it still stuck behind my eyelids – a bar, alcohol, a man. A warm hand on my shoulder – breaking through a psychological barrier that I’d convinced myself needed breaking. Payback. How could I have been so stupid, so reckless?

      Except I’m neither of those things; they’re so very far from who I am. And I didn’t want revenge, either. I would never have done anything to hurt Jeremy on purpose, to betray him – not even taking into account what I’d suspected about him for some time. But then how is this even possible, I think, still staring at the test strip?

      My head is filled with missing time, a feeling that something’s not right, a deep sense of fear about what happened that night. And whatever it is, I know I can’t tell a soul.

      ‘You’re not thinking ahead,’ I hear Jeremy say, the memory of his voice soothing as I picture him leaning over the chequerboard, a cut-glass tumbler of whisky in one hand, the fire crackling beside us as he waits patiently for me to make my move. ‘See the game as if you were me, as if you were in my shoes…’

      Then I’d be dead, I think, only realising I’ve whispered it out loud when Peggy says, ‘Sorry? You OK, Jen?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine,’ I reply, touching my head. I blink several times, trying to refocus on the strip. It’s as though a camera flash has gone off in my face, and the residual image is in stark negative. My mouth hangs open.

      ‘The meeting?’ Peggy repeats.

      Bodies squashed close, rounds of shots, more wine, laughter, bright lights, loud music – the thud of the bass hammering my skull. A face close… a man’s face, his hand in the small of my back…

      I suck in a breath, closing my eyes. ‘Yes, yes, that’s fine, Peggy. Move the meeting,’ I say before quickly hanging up.

      When I open my eyes again, I look at the strip.

      Two blue lines.

      I blink hard. Still two lines.

      Pregnant.

      Slowly, I pick it up, struggling to convince myself it’s even real as I hold it.

      ‘Christ,’ I whisper, my hand shaking as I stare at the result. I can’t deny that things had been tense between Jeremy and me in the months before he died, with him either sleeping in the spare room or us lying with our backs to each other. It breaks my heart that I can’t remember when we last made love, when my husband held me, the shape of our spent bodies curled into each other. But I know I’ve had a period since we last slept together.

      If the test is accurate and I am pregnant, it can only have been that one night at the medical conference in Oxford, early last December. But I don’t understand it; I simply don’t remember what happened. The only things I know for certain are the sense of dread I’ve been left with ever since, and that I woke up in my hotel room alone.

      Though you hadn’t been alone, had you, Jen? I think, dropping down into my chair, my inner voice both ferocious and fearful. What the hell had happened that night?

      I remember the two half-finished glasses of wine on the dressing table that morning – a crescent of lipstick on one. My underwear discarded on the floor, my new dress flung across the room, one shoe in the bathroom, the other under the bed (how did I even dance in those heels?). No other evidence – apart from the gentle thrum low down in my body, the embers of a fire reignited. Warm blood finally flowing through my veins. It had been a long time since I’d felt it. Yet it could easily have been a fantasy, a dream. An escape.

      I chuck the test strip down onto my desk and cover my face, my shoulders jumping in time with my silent sobs as I try to think back. All I know for sure is that something must have happened – something that my mind is intent on hiding from me. And after the couple of days away at the conference, I’d returned home to my husband without an inkling that in less than a month, he’d be dead.

      ‘I wasn’t thinking ahead,’ I say out loud, mainly for Jeremy’s benefit. If anyone is able to hear or communicate beyond the grave, it’ll be him. I reach across my desk for the photo frame – a picture of him and Kieran, shoulder to shoulder in the fishing boat we hired a couple of years ago on Loch Lomond. I find myself smiling. An unfamiliar act these last few weeks. They didn’t catch anything on the loch, of course. My boys. But we ate fresh fish at a local restaurant that night by way of compensation, Jeremy chatting to anyone and everyone, as he always did, that trademark smile of his with his dark eyes sitting beneath a mop of messy curls, winning over even the most closed-off locals. He always had a tale to tell, an adventure to share, which was why he’d started writing the book in the first place. The book that never got finished.

      I run my finger gently over his face before opening my desk drawer and slipping the photo inside. News will have travelled fast in the village, and I don’t want patients asking questions that I can’t answer or offering sympathy I don’t want. They come here for me to help them, not the other way around. Getting back to work is meant to help me move on, to resume as normal a life as possible – for Kieran’s sake, too – and I don’t want to be reminded of what’s happened every day. Jeremy would have insisted on it. ‘Don’t bloody well sit around pining for me, you silly woman,’ he’d say in that gruff but amiable way of his. ‘Just get on with your life.’ I loved him for his straight talking, his no-nonsense honesty.

      I open my desk diary to today’s date, drawing a line through the partners’ meeting and rewriting it in the 3 p.m. slot. Then I turn a few pages, stopping when I get to Friday. My half day. Well, my three-quarter day in reality, but it meant I’d always be home by 4 p.m., maybe stopping at the butcher on the way back to pick up some steaks. That, plus a bottle of something red from Jeremy’s prized collection, some art-house movie he’d been hankering to see, and our night would be made. Kieran would usually be in his room or out with a friend. At sixteen, he rarely sat with us in the evenings now.

      I turn the page to Saturday – that was all about chores and errands in the Miller household, with Jeremy trundling about the paddock on the quad bike at this time of year, checking the fences were secure, the hedges clipped, the ditches clear and the pond dredged of weed.

      ‘Man’s work,’ he’d say, knowing how much that annoyed me, that I’d happily tackle the tasks myself if I had the time. I’d always been happier in wellies, jeans and a baggy sweater, and getting covered in mud and scratches never bothered me. Afterwards, Jeremy would come inside and grab me, his cheeks glowing and his skin flavoured with the outdoors as I kissed him.

      Sundays were quiet days – filled with lazy brunches, the newspapers, coffee and sometimes chess. It was a ritual for Jeremy to beat me at the game. But I didn’t mind. It somehow kept my mind fresh and allowed me a couple of hours to unwind with my husband before the craziness of the week began again, or he took off on another of his so-called research trips.

      But that was before things went sour. Before I suspected there was someone else.

      ‘I don’t think I’ve ever beaten you, have I?’ I remember saying to him during one of the last games of chess we ever played. It was a particularly foul Sunday – the rain sheeting sideways, hammering the big expanse of glass in the side of our old barn. He’d stoked the wood burner with a fresh supply of logs, and I’d put a joint of beef in the Aga. Kieran was meant to be studying in his room, though I could hear him strumming a tune on his guitar. He was never going to be any good but he loved practising. It was the most clichéd Sunday afternoon ever. And, despite everything that had been brewing, my suspicions, it was the most perfect one, too. I didn’t want it to end, didn’t want anything to end – apart from my paranoia.

      ‘Checkmate, mate,’ Jeremy had said with a laugh, his grey eyes sparkling as he leant back in the battered leather armchair. His armchair, the one he always sat in, giving anyone who dared settle in it one of his looks. He’d swept back his almost-black curls that were beginning to be flecked with silver, the firelight reflecting in his eyes as though it was the fire inside him bursting out.

      ‘Say, whaat?’ I’d said, wide-eyed and incredulous at yet another defeat. ‘It’s only been about eight moves.’

      ‘Six,’ Jeremy corrected.

      I laughed, shaking my head. It was hopeless. I was hopeless. He’d been trying to teach me the game for years, and it wasn’t my lack of knowledge of where the pieces could move or, indeed, the aim of the game. It was my complete inability to see ahead. To plan ahead. To me, it was like trying to read a book with one page out of every three missing. None of it made sense. None of it was logical and relied solely upon the other person’s thoughts and moves. And as it turned out, I certainly wasn’t a mind reader.

      ‘My record was four moves, remember?’ he’d said in a deep voice, winking at me.

      I shook my head, smiling as I got up to check on the beef.

      ‘Fool’s mate,’ he’d called out after me as I went through to the kitchen.

      ‘Fool’s mate,’ I whisper now, wrapping the test strip in a tissue and pushing it into my bag. Was that me, the fool? I cover my face again, screwing up my eyes as another fragmented memory from that night in Oxford flashes through my mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Come in,’ I trill as my first patient knocks on the door. I check the intercom is switched off after having summoned her through from the waiting room, putting on my ‘welcoming doctor’ smile as the young woman enters backwards, her elbow propping open the door as she struggles in with a pram and a toddler in tow. I leap up, holding the door wider for her.

      ‘Hello, Sally,’ I say. ‘You’ve got your hands full there.’ Three bags of shopping, the toddler and a nappy bag hang off her wrists as she manoeuvres the pram, getting the front wheel caught against the door frame as she reverses in. ‘Have a seat,’ I say as she finally gets inside and I close the door. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘Mum-my…’ the toddler whines, pulling at his mother’s sleeve. Sally is only twenty-four but looks tired, drained, as if she’s having the life sucked out of her. Literally, it transpires, when she reveals why she’s come to see me.

      ‘OK, well, let’s take a look at you, then,’ I say. ‘Danny, why don’t you see what toys I’ve got in my special box?’ I point to the tub of brightly coloured plastic things in the corner. The toddler releases his mother and coyly walks over to the toys, his thumb shoved in his mouth, his eyes big and round.

      I draw the curtain around the examination couch, asking Sally to take off her top and bra, having a peek into her pram while she undresses. The baby is asleep, her bottom lip quivering as she sucks through her dreams, her fists clenched either side of her head. A baby girl, I think, knowing the sex of the embryo growing inside me will already have been determined.

      A wave of nausea surges through me. Adrenaline and shame rather than antenatal sickness this time. It was the early-morning vomiting during the last week or so, plus the realisation that I’d missed at least one, if not two, periods that convinced me to do the test. With everything that had happened, I was hoping my symptoms could be put down to stress.

      ‘I’m ready,’ Sally says from behind the curtain.

      I duck into the cubicle, leaving the fabric slightly apart so she can keep an eye on her toddler. Sally is lying on her back, her engorged breasts splayed out either side and the top of her leggings cutting into her post-pregnancy belly. She only had the baby three weeks ago.

      ‘It’s this one,’ she says, pointing to her left breast. ‘It started in this area but it’s all hot and swollen now. It’s agony, especially when she feeds.’

      ‘Sorry if my hands are a bit cold,’ I say, gently examining her. It only takes a moment for me to diagnose mastitis. I take her temperature.

      ‘Is it up?’ she says, a concerned look on her face. ‘Danny, stop it!’ she calls out as her little boy chucks a wooden brick across the room. It skids under the couch.

      ‘A little,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll give you some antibiotics. They won’t hurt baby. Feed her from your sore breast first, express between feeds if you can, and a warm flannel will ease the pain. Paracetamol is fine too. If it isn’t any better in three or four days, come back and see me,’ I add. ‘I’ll leave you to get dressed,’ I say, forcing a smile that would normally come naturally.

      At my desk, I type up the prescription and print it out for her, eyeing her toddler as he empties the entire contents of the toy box onto the floor. I close my eyes briefly, imagining myself on my hands and knees clearing up… night feeds, changing nappies a dozen times a day, childcare, tiredness, the expense, coping alone… not to mention what everyone will say. Obviously a mistake… her husband’s dead and she’s forty-two!

      ‘Having a second baby isn’t just twice the work,’ Sally says with a sigh, coming out from behind the curtains and straightening her baggy top. ‘It’s like ten times as much work.’ She tries to laugh, but I see through the exhaustion. ‘And Steve is on nights, so it’s hard to keep them both quiet in the day when he’s sleeping.’

      ‘Two under two is hard work,’ I say, handing her the prescription. ‘Look after Mummy,’ I tell the toddler as he trots over to take his mother’s hand, clutching a small plastic fire engine in the other, holding it against his chest as he stares up at me. He has dribble on his chin, his skin sore and cracked. ‘It’s fine, he can keep it,’ I tell Sally, holding the door open as she leaves.

      She stops, the pram half in, half out. ‘Do you have children, Doctor?’ she asks.

      Her question catches me unawares. ‘Yes… yes, I do,’ I tell her, gripping the door handle hard. ‘A son. He’s sixteen.’

      She smiles at me, pausing, giving a little nod.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ I say as she heads off. ‘It gets easier,’ I add, knowing full well that it doesn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          Jen

        

      

    

    
      Sweat pours out of me – rivulets running down my face, seeping into my sports top, the breath burning in and out of my lungs as I pump harder. Pink and electric-blue lights flash in time with the music – a fast beat that my legs are supposed to follow. They don’t.

      ‘Ramp it up a notch now!’ the instructor yells into the tiny wireless mic by his mouth. How can he even speak, let alone shout? I wonder, pedalling harder, feeling an unbearable burn in my quads. ‘C’mon now, go for the final hit!’

      He’s been yelling encouragement for forty-five minutes so far. Like work, it’s my first day back in the gym for a while. I was hoping exercise would take my mind off my pregnancy test results, but it hasn’t. If anything, it’s making me think about the little life growing inside me even more, conscious that I don’t overexert myself. It might feel like the end of my life as I know it, but it’s the start of this little baby’s.

      I glance across at Rhonda, who’s on the spin bike next to me. She’s standing up, her legs cycling hard and fast, her knuckles white as she grips the handlebars. She leans forward, her chin jutting and her eyes filled with determination and grit. Her wavy blonde hair is high in a ponytail with strands of it stuck to her sweaty face; her teeth are clenched and bared as she draws upon deep reserves of energy. A far cry from my weak performance.

      While the others reach down with one hand to increase the resistance of their bikes, I tweak my knob to an even lighter setting, gradually feeling the ache in my muscles ease. Throughout the session, I’ve not been working out at my usual level.

      ‘Final hill!’ the instructor calls out, his pumped and toned body making light work of the class. There’s a bright grin slashed across his face as if… as if he’s enjoying this, I think, remembering that I once did too. Just not any more.

      The music speeds up, the lights flashing faster, making me screw up my eyes. If we were actually cycling up a hill, I’d be way behind the others, probably getting off my bike and pushing it up the incline by now, breathless and fed up.

      There’s a baby growing inside me.

      And then I’m back there – that night – for just a few seconds, my heart thundering at the recollection. Recalling the early part of the evening is easy, but as the night wore on, all I’m left with are fleeting memories, random snapshots that I can’t control.

      I was in some kind of bar or club… crowded and filled with groups from the conference letting their hair down after an intense few days, all of us standing squashed shoulder to shoulder: sweaty bodies, strobe lights, not dissimilar to the spin class studio now. Some of the faces I recognised from the medical talks, and I remember thinking that it was strange to see them out of their business clothes, knocking back shots or swigging from a bottle, laughing, relieved that the intensity of the three-day conference was done for another year.

      Someone had knocked into me, jolting me forward and making me spill my drink.

      ‘God, I’m so sorry,’ I’d said to the man next to me, who took the brunt of the mess. My voice was barely audible above the loud music and din of the chatter. Shouting an apology somehow made it seem less genuine. He shook his head, grinned and told me not to worry. Then he asked my name and offered to buy me another drink. I’d seen him around, caught him glancing at me once or twice over the last couple of days. Not thought anything of it. He was friendly enough.

      I keep pedalling, my eyes flicking to the clock on the wall. Cool-down in three minutes.

      ‘Bit claustrophobic in here,’ the man had gone on to say, handing me a fresh drink. I had no idea what it was – some kind of cocktail – and I wondered if he was about to ask if I wanted to go somewhere quieter, perhaps outside for a smoke. I remember the telltale shape of the packet of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. He had that expectant look about him – because he’d bought me a drink. I was in his debt now.

      I was all set to tell him that I actually liked the thrum of the bass pounding through my head, bodies pressed close and people shouting to be heard above the music, but really, it was the anonymity I craved. Somewhere I didn’t feel like me, where no one knew who I was; a place that was more dominating than my actual thoughts. An environment that used up all of my cognitive resources so I couldn’t dwell on things. Couldn’t dwell on her. But he got the message just from my expression, didn’t push it further.

      I nodded at him, flashed a quick smile after half shouting, ‘Thanks for the drink,’ before walking off, weaving through the crowd, shoulder first, glancing left and right in case there was a free seat. I’d wobbled a tipsy path through the groups of people as I’d tried to find somewhere to sit. Truth was, I’d just wanted to be alone with my thoughts and I figured the best place to do it was in a packed club.

      It was just as I’d spotted the empty stool, set next to a tall aluminium bar table, that I felt the hand on my shoulder, the warm breath brush my neck from behind. Even without looking, even in my inebriated and exhausted state, I sensed trouble. Smelt danger. Felt the prickle of goosebumps rise on my skin, working their way down my body, making me freeze.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Right, wind it back now!’ the instructor calls out. ‘Let’s bring those heart rates down a notch,’ he adds, sitting back on his saddle and taking a water bottle from its holder. He swigs, not caring that water runs down his chin and onto his neck, making his slick black skin even shinier.

      I glance across at Rhonda, who, sensing my look, turns to me. She grins, wiping her brow with the back of one hand in an overstated gesture, making a silly face as she blows out.

      ‘Knackered,’ she says, dropping down onto her saddle, still keeping her legs moving. Whipping her towel off the handlebars, she wipes it over her face. I do the same, but only to make it look like I’ve worked up more of a sweat than I actually have.

      Ten minutes later, after stretching out beside the bikes, I follow Rhonda out into the main gym area. The familiar clank and clunk of the weights machines surrounds us, with an assortment of men and women standing around chatting, spotting for their workout partner, or lifting weights on their own.

      ‘Love Dale’s classes,’ Rhonda says breathily. Her pale skin glows pink on her cheeks and her blue eyes seem brighter than usual.

      ‘His workouts are still bloody evil,’ I say with a laugh, draping the towel around my neck.

      After we’ve showered and changed, we head into the gym café and grab a couple of smoothies from the chiller cabinet, Rhonda insisting she pay. Since Jeremy’s death, she’s gone out of her way to be a good friend, whether it’s helping me around the house, cooking and delivering meals, or ferrying Kieran about when I’ve not felt like getting out of bed. I’m so grateful to her, and don’t know how I’ll ever be able to repay her for her kindness.

      ‘So,’ Rhonda says once we’re seated. ‘How are you doing?’ She asks this often, has done since I got the devastating news from Switzerland six weeks ago. Her concern began on a much higher level back then, of course – code red – and has dwindled slightly over the weeks to a paler shade of amber, though not because she doesn’t care. It’s as if she’s taken on the management of my grief, carefully measuring my periods of anger, frustration and denial as I wind my way through the perilous stages. She’s always asked how I am, of course, even before Jeremy was killed, but it’s just that I didn’t particularly notice – a casual ‘How you doing?’ as we hugged a greeting, neither of us ever expecting much more than a ‘Good, thanks’ in reply.

      Now, Rhonda purposefully places the question during the middle of our meets, so it’s not seen as throwaway chit-chat, but rather taken as a serious enquiry after assessing my mood. And if I’m evasive, she’ll divert the conversation back to my well-being until she’s satisfied that I’m not going to throw myself under a bus.

      ‘Fine,’ I say, taking a sip of smoothie, glancing at her. I feel a twinge low down in my belly. I want to tell her – need to tell her – but I don’t know how. It would mean explaining everything… and how can I do that, when I don’t have any answers myself? ‘Busy first day back,’ I add, knowing she won’t settle for a single syllable. ‘The new booking system has had a few teething problems but it was actually functioning pretty well today.’ I look at her, hoping that’s enough. ‘How are things with you?’

      ‘You look different,’ she says, giving me a sideways look, her eyes narrowing.

      ‘I do?’ I reply, my voice tinged with guilt. ‘Probably because I feel as though I’m about to have a heart attack after that bloody class.’ I force a laugh, fighting back the words I’m pregnant. Because once it’s out, there’ll be questions I can’t answer.

      Rhonda shakes her head. ‘It’s not that.’

      I pause, feeling my skin twitch under my right eye. ‘It was just a bit… well, it was a bit overwhelming being back at work today,’ I say, hoping that’s enough for her to chew on. ‘The thought of Jeremy not sitting in his study when I get home is… well, it still hasn’t truly sunk in, if I’m honest.’ At least that’s the truth, I think, dreading my first return home from work with him not being there to greet me. ‘I miss him so much, Ronnie.’

      Rhonda nods, her eyes heavy. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I still can’t believe it myself most days.’ She puts a hand on my arm before glancing behind me. Her face lights up. ‘Come for supper at ours tonight,’ she says quickly, before finishing with a warm, ‘Chris!’ as she greets her husband. She tips her face up towards him as he bends down to give her a peck. Then he reaches across and gives me a brief hug.

      ‘Sorry I’m a bit late, Ronnie. Traffic was horrendous,’ he says. ‘How was the class, ladies?’

      I make a face and a groaning sound. All I can manage as I survey him standing next to our small table. At first glance, you’d never know he was a copper – a slightly rounded dad paunch visible through his sweatshirt, even though he doesn’t have children of his own to earn that title. Despite that, he’s fit, and goes running regularly, sometimes with Caitlin, Rhonda’s teenage daughter, and he has a home gym set up in his garage. Mostly he’s an unremarkable forty-something – unlike Jeremy, who was anything but unremarkable with his shock of wild hair, his intense eyes and planet-sized personality. I feel bad for making comparisons.

      ‘Jen survived her first day back at work as well as a spin class, so I’d say she’s winning at life today,’ Rhonda tells him.

      He glances down at me, pushing a hand through his light-brown hair – always neatly cropped. ‘That must have been…’ He trails off, not knowing what to say.

      I nod. ‘A little strange. But everyone was lovely. No big fanfares. They know how much I’d hate that.’ I take a sip of my smoothie. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t say I was exactly winning at life,’ I add. Since the accident, I seem to be living in a time lag, a few minutes behind everyone else. It feels as though I’m on a permanent long-distance call that won’t properly connect. ‘More like muddling through somehow.’

      I put my smoothie bottle down on the table, but can’t help wanting to take a swipe at it, sending the green sludge flying as I yell and kick and scream out that nothing in my life feels right any more, that inside I’m burning up with… with something, though I have no idea what. But I don’t, of course. I’m adept at keeping my cool, holding it together. Aside from anything, at least two of my patients are in the vicinity.

      ‘I’ve asked Jen round for supper,’ Rhonda tells Chris.

      ‘Thanks, but I can’t tonight.’ I stand up, hooking my gym bag over my shoulder. ‘Kieran is expecting me home. Anyway, it’s my turn to cook for you next, to say thanks for everything you’ve done,’ I add, as the pair of them arc their heads with what I perceive to be relieved expressions. No one really wants a grieving widow to come for supper on a weeknight. Besides, I want to spend time with my son. He’s become so withdrawn since he lost his dad, as though a part of him is lost too. ‘Thanks for dragging me here,’ I say to Rhonda, giving her a peck on each cheek. ‘I’m sure I’ll sleep well now,’ I add, knowing I won’t.

      And, as I walk off towards the turnstile, I imagine myself yelling out that I’m pregnant, my arms spread wide and my face red and demonic as I spin around, confessing to everyone that I don’t know whose baby I’m carrying, that Jeremy and I hadn’t had sex for at least three months before he died, and I’m pretty sure the father is a stranger I met in a bar.

      In reality, I dash across the freezing car park and get into my car, leaning forward on the steering wheel, allowing the tears I’ve been holding back to flow.
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      The next morning, I reach for the button on my desk phone. ‘Yes, Peggy,’ I say into the speaker, taking off my coat and scarf and hanging them on the back of my consulting room door. I’m breathless – not from being later to work than I’d have liked, and rushing since the moment I got up (or rather, since the moment I hauled myself up from leaning over the toilet bowl), but rather from the resources being harvested from my body as the embryo’s cells divide and multiply at a million miles an hour. I feel exhausted. Empty. And, despite the spin class wearing out my body last night, I didn’t sleep at all.

      ‘Just reminding you about your two house calls later,’ she says, her mouth full of something as she chews.

      ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten,’ I say, managing to sound jovial as I sit down. ‘And thanks, Peggy. It’s appreciated.’ I click the intercom off and sit back in my chair. She never used to remind me about my schedule. The room smells faintly of polish and disinfectant, soon to be filled by back-to-back patients in the morning’s clinic – tainted by the smell of other people’s lives, their collective histories, stories and ailments. I can’t bear to think what scent I’d leave behind – regret, wretchedness, shame. Though it’s the growing sense of dread that stinks the most.

      Inside my bag, my phone beeps. I reach for it, reading the text from Kieran.

      
        
        Home late. Football training.

        

      

      I send a quick reply, asking what he wants for dinner, adding a couple of kisses. When nothing comes back straight away, I go into my photo stream, scrolling back to December. It won’t take long to locate what I’m looking for as I haven’t taken many pictures these last few weeks, not like I normally would – capturing innocent family moments just because I could. Jeremy hunched over his laptop, perhaps, working late by the glow of his desk lamp, unaware I was in the doorway of his study, fondly watching him work. Kieran coming in from school, his face fresh from saying goodbye to his mates yet hung with heaviness at the prospect of a night of studying. Maybe a close-up shot of the chessboard, a glass of red either side of it with Jeremy’s hand reaching to move a piece, or a photo of the dinner I’d cooked, proud of a new recipe. Just these little reminders, like bookmarks in my memory, unravelling the hidden photo stream inside my head.

      I keep scrolling back, stopping on one particular photo – an unflattering selfie, taken in the woods on one of my cross-country runs last autumn with the sunlight angling down between the trees. I didn’t take it out of vanity, and nor was it to catch the pretty light behind me. No, I took it to check if there was someone following me, anyone lurking in the background, half hidden behind a tree, or the flash of a face, someone crouching in the cover of a bush. I’d sworn I’d heard noises – twigs cracking, a couple of spooked pheasants flapping out of a tree – and didn’t want to keep turning round to check, didn’t want to show my fear. It wasn’t the first time it had happened either. I’d had the feeling I was being watched a couple of times by that point – and not just on my runs. I zoom in on the photo again but, as I’d already realised at the time, there was no one there. Not caught in my photo, at least.

      And then there are the pictures I took at the medical conference in Oxford. I flick through them, my mind dragged back to what should have been a normal work weekend away – though I now know it was anything but that.

      There are a few shots of the conference itself – several of the speakers, but mainly they’re zoomed-in shots of the presentation slides on the big screen. It was the references I wanted, reading material to catch up on in my own time. Which, as yet, I hadn’t done. There had been other things to contend with since – such as my husband dying.

      I choke on the sob, breathe the tears back in. Just before clinic is not the time to get emotional. I glance at the clock on the wall. Seven minutes to go. Seven minutes to scan my list, review any test results, liaise with the practice nurses. I do none of these things. Instead, I keep thumbing through the pictures, unfurling the ribbon in my mind.

      The first night of the three-day conference, a group of us went out to dinner. Nothing flash – just six or seven GPs (several of whom I knew from med school in Leeds) eating at an Italian bistro in the city centre. Seafood pasta and a glass of red, that’s all I had. Some decent chats with the people sitting either side of me and then I retired to the hotel, as did most of the delegates, from what I’d gathered over breakfast the next day. Everyone had had an early night, drained from the previous day’s input, perhaps saving themselves for a Saturday night blow-out.

      I’d sat alone at breakfast that first morning, scrolling through the news on my phone as I’d sipped my coffee. On my phone now, there’s a picture of my full English. I remember snapping it and sending it to Jeremy with a silly comment. He didn’t reply, probably thinking me annoying for interrupting him with such a trivial thing as bacon and eggs. They’d been particularly good though – or perhaps it was just because I hadn’t had to cook them. Plus my mind had been all over the place with thoughts of her, whoever she was – and if she was there with him, in my house while I was away. I couldn’t stand the thought of it – another woman stealing my husband.

      The second night of the conference, we went to a different place for dinner, and there was a bigger group of us, men and women. I didn’t know most of them but everyone seemed amiable enough. The Indian restaurant was very accommodating and, after we’d finished, someone had suggested hitting a couple of bars in town.

      ‘Coming, Jen?’ one of the male GPs had asked as he’d stood, slipping on his jacket.

      It had taken me less than a second to decide. ‘Sure,’ I’d replied, folding my starched napkin and placing it on the table. ‘Why not?’

      But in my head I’d been thinking, Sure. Why not? Why not get wasted to the point of forgetting I even exist? Why not obliterate every single concern I have about my marriage with alcohol and hope I pass out in the gutter and get run over by a bus? It had taken all my resolve not to say it out loud.

      So I’d donned my coat and followed the others out into the street, my clothes smelling faintly of cumin as I brought up the rear of a long line of merry doctors letting their hair down after an intense day of presentations. That was all. Just letting our hair down. My hair down.
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      ‘First patient’s here, Dr Miller,’ our youngest receptionist, Chloe, says through the intercom. She’s a new recruit and I’d not met her before starting back at work yesterday.

      ‘Send him through,’ I reply, not instantly realising that I’d instinctively said ‘he’. I’ve not even checked the names on the list yet. Was it some kind of telepathy, I later wondered? A sixth sense kicking in, warning me?

      It’s as I’m switching off my phone, popping it in my handbag under my desk, when he strides into my office, following the single sharp knock on my door.

      ‘Good morning, Mr…’ I trail off, my head still half under my desk as I scoop a few belongings back into my bag that have fallen out.

      Still the assumption he’s a man, but by this time he’s in the room, so perhaps I’m already picking up a man’s cologne or unconsciously hear him clear his throat or sense the heaviness of his footsteps.

      No, I’ll tell myself later. You always knew trouble was coming. Have always known it would come calling. You just didn’t know when.

      ‘Take a…’ I trail off again as I sit up.

      He’s already taken a seat and is right opposite me as relaxed as anything, facing me squarely with a slightly amused smile on his face. He’s classically handsome – but in an exaggerated way, as though every feature has tried too hard to be perfect. Square jaw, high cheekbones, a broad forehead and bright-blue, symmetrical eyes. Sandy hair, a neat crop of similarly coloured stubble, a pale shirt undone at the collar with a navy jacket on top of dark jeans completes his effortless yet stylish look. Oh, and I can just make out the tip of a polished tan brogue poking round the corner of my desk. And his nails are well manicured – oddly white at the tips for a man – with his hands clasped loosely in his lap. Strong hands.

      I swallow drily. My mind must be scooping up all the detail unconsciously, balling it into one big first impression: smug. No – dangerous.

      ‘Right, Mr…’ I glance at my computer screen, blinking, frantically clicking on my morning’s list. But the mouse pointer freezes before it opens. ‘Sorry,’ I say with a smile, regaining some composure as I square up my shoulders, though I can’t seem to iron out the frown that has set in between my brows. ‘Computer’s taking its time this morning.’ I give him a glance, then turn back to the screen.

      Do I know you? I want to say as I wait for the system to catch up with itself. But that would be ridiculous. Of course I’ll have seen him before at some point, though admittedly some patients are more memorable than others. And surely he would have been one of them? I bat away the thought. Inappropriate.

      ‘Ah, and hello to you finally, computer,’ I say, rolling my eyes and forcing a laugh as the patient list opens at last. I click on the first name. ‘What can I do for you, Mr Shaw?’

      ‘Scott, please,’ he says after a moment. ‘Do you always talk to your computer?’

      ‘Scott, then,’ I say, having to consciously force my lips to form the most basic of syllables. ‘And no, no I don’t,’ I add with a laugh, even though my frown gets deeper. I glance at the screen again, just as the shard of light flashes in front of my eyes, just as the pulse of a few beats bangs through my head – the music, the alcohol, the dancing. The hand on my shoulder…

      I shudder, jumping back to the moment.

      ‘Ah, right,’ I mumble, clicking on his notes. ‘I see you’re a new patient,’ I say, relieved because now I don’t feel bad about not remembering his name. But it doesn’t stop my heart thundering in my chest, as if it’s trying to tell me something, as if I should be taking notice of some minor detail I’ve overlooked. Thing is, I’m just not listening. Not listening to myself at all – because if I’ve not seen him in surgery before, then why does he seem so familiar?
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      ‘So when did the pain start?’ I ask Scott, once I’ve introduced myself properly and taken a brief history. The system shows me that he registered at the practice about two weeks ago, while I was still off work.

      Scott thinks, tapping his forefinger on his thigh. ‘Maybe a week or ten days ago?’ he says, almost as if he’s asking me. His voice is deep and slow, resonating inside his chest. He doesn’t take his eyes off me, and I don’t take mine off his.

      ‘And did it come on gradually or suddenly? Have you done anything extra-strenuous or out of the ordinary lately? Heavy weights, or some kind of lifting you wouldn’t normally do?’

      My patient shakes his head slowly, glancing at the ceiling. ‘No, no I don’t think so. I moved recently. I’m new to the area.’

      ‘Heavy boxes and furniture the culprit, perhaps?’ I ask, giving him a quick glance as I type up a couple of notes.

      ‘No. I don’t have much stuff. The few bits I have are in storage.’

      ‘Right,’ I say. ‘OK, I’d better take a look.’ I smile, trying to put him at ease, though I don’t know why. It’s me who needs her heart calming, her sweaty palms wiping on a towel. I have no idea why. ‘If you want to slip behind the curtain and take off your top half, I’ll come in and examine you. Let me know when you’re ready.’

      ‘Of course,’ Scott says, waiting a beat before he rises and goes into the cubicle, dragging the curtain closed around him.

      I turn back to my computer, taking a moment to look at his registered address. Stuff in storage… New to the area… I click on his personal details and see that he’s registered at a temporary address. Beckley Park Inn, 74 Radley Road. Quickly, I google it. It appears to be a grim-looking, seventies-style concrete motel near an industrial estate on the outskirts of Shenbury, our nearest town. It also looks as though it should have been pulled down thirty years ago. So why didn’t he register at a surgery nearer to the motel?

      My eyes narrow, my fingers clasping my chin as I bridge the gap in my mind between what I already know about Scott Shaw – not much – and the type of person I imagine would relocate to a place like that, even if only temporarily. The two don’t match up. His clothes and appearance don’t make him look as though he’s short of money, yet the place he’s staying at reeks of that being the case. But then in my job I know only too well how people can be the opposite of what you think. I put aside my judgement.

      ‘Ready?’ I ask.

      ‘As I’ll ever be,’ he replies.

      I pull back the curtain and a second later, I’m gripping onto the fabric, as if it’s going to somehow steady me. It’s as though a camera flash has gone off at point-blank range in my face, as if someone’s forced my head into a place where all my senses are overloading – my ears pounding from the noise, my skin sore, my nostrils flared and alert. Even my tongue tingles from the shock.

      I suddenly have an overwhelming urge to run for my life.

      Instead, I close my eyes, take a deep breath – though it feels as if a hand is around my throat. I cough, feeling choked and unsteady, terrified of what’s going to happen next.

      ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Sorry, yes,’ I say, opening my eyes. ‘I stood up too quickly, that’s all.’

      That’s all it is, I tell myself, knowing my blood pressure is going to be doing all kinds of crazy things at the moment. Briefly, I put a hand on my stomach, reminding myself of the cause. That there’s nothing else at play, nothing untoward. My baby and I are safe.

      ‘Let’s see what’s going on with your shoulder, then,’ I continue, trying not to stare too much at my patient’s naked torso. He’s fit-looking, muscular and in good shape – his broad shoulders in proportion with his flat, six-pack stomach. He sits on the side of the examination couch, staring at me as if I haven’t got a clue what I’m doing. Right now, it feels as though I haven’t. It may as well be my first day at medical school.

      ‘Sorry if my hands are a bit chilly,’ I say, approaching him. My stock phrase. But it’s a lie, I think, feeling the heat radiate from my palms. I also feel the heat radiating from Scott as I lay my hands on his left shoulder. ‘Tell me if it hurts anywhere in particular,’ I say, gently pressing my fingertips into the firm muscle of his rotator cuff. And that’s when I notice the jagged scar on his chest, slightly off to the right side, running diagonally through the sandy hairs. I can tell it’s not a medical scar from an operation and, going by the pale colour, it looks a few years old.

      ‘OK, elbows by your side and forearms out, palms facing inwards… That’s right.’ I guide him into position. ‘Gently ease your hands apart, while keeping your elbows against your waist.’

      ‘Like this?’ he says, our faces closer than I’d realised.

      ‘Mm-hmm. Any pain?’

      He shakes his head.

      ‘Try to get your hands as far apart as you can.’ I nod. ‘Good. OK, stand up and let me see how far up your back each hand can reach.’ He completes the test adequately, me trying to focus on that rather than the muscles strapping across his back that show he clearly works out often.

      ‘Now, lie down on the couch for me, if you could,’ I instruct, clearing my throat as he gets on. It’s as his shirt falls to the floor, as I bend down to pick it up for him, that I catch the scent of his cologne – a spicy sandalwood fragrance that can barely be called a fragrance, more an actual memory, it’s so… so reminiscent. But of what, I have no idea.

      I put a hand on Scott’s shoulder and take a deep breath, feeling dizzy and light-headed again.

      The music was so loud, it had battered my mind, my head, my entire body. I loved it. It made every fibre of me dance, even though I wasn’t actually dancing at that point. It was more like I was escaping – just for that one evening. Being in the bar was like being in another universe – all-consuming, taking me out of myself, making me forget. It wasn’t at all like me, but exactly what I needed at the time – to feel drunk and alive. Free of my own thoughts just for an evening.

      I’d walked away from the previous guy who’d bought me a drink and had woven my way to the edge of the dance floor. Then I’d spotted the spare table… the stool… a place to sit and be alone… trying not to twist an ankle in my stupid heels.

      And then the hand on my shoulder…

      I’d stopped, dead still. It seemed as if my blood vessels had suddenly frozen, and I even wondered if my heart had actually stopped beating. There was an oasis of warmth where the man’s hand had settled on my skin, trapping us both inside a perfectly still cocoon with everything around us dissolved. The strangest thing was, it felt like I’d been waiting for that moment my entire adult life.

      ‘I don’t think it’s frozen,’ I say, my own voice snapping me back to the present. ‘Your shoulder. You have a full range of movement,’ I add, lowering his arm down by his side again.

      ‘Frozen?’

      ‘Adhesive capsulitis. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy,’ I say, for some reason raising my eyebrows.

      ‘That’s good to know,’ he says with a smile, sitting up, his abdominal muscles tensing.

      ‘It’s incredibly painful and can last for several years. Treatments are fairly limited and include surgery.’ I clear my throat. ‘Do get dressed,’ I say, going to the basin to wash my hands. For some reason, I wash them twice.

      ‘So what have I got then, Dr Miller?’ Scott says, standing outside the cubicle as he buttons his shirt.

      I feel dizzy again, the paper towel between my hands as his shape morphs into someone else. No, somewhere else.

      ‘Perhaps… perhaps a mild rotator cuff injury,’ I explain, shaking my head. I sit down at my desk again, managing several deep, calming breaths, just like I had to do day in, day out to prevent the panic attacks after I lost Jeremy. It was the only way I could get through those early days of grief – a moment-to-moment lifeline that somehow, along with the diazepam, helped to numb reality.

      ‘For now, I recommend ibuprofen for a few days and I’ll print out a sheet of exercises to do daily. If there’s no improvement within a week or if it gets worse, come back and see me and we’ll look at a referral and a stronger painkiller.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Scott says slowly, tucking in his shirt and putting on his jacket. ‘I’ll do just that.’ He gives me a smile – warm and familiar – before heading for the door. With his hand on the knob, he turns back and says, ‘It was good to see you, Jennifer.’ And then he leaves.
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