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  ‘Passionate, intriguing and beautifully written, The Things We Never Said deserves to stand on the shelf next to Maggie O’Farrell’s books. A powerful

  and talented new voice’ Rachel Hore, bestselling author of A Gathering Storm and A Place of Secrets




  ‘This is a staggeringly accomplished first novel, perfectly paced. It sweeps you up from the very first page and doesn’t let you go until the end. The hauntingly

  nostalgic tale of the trauma of an unwanted pregnancy in the sixties, it has echoes of Lynn Reid Banks and Margaret Forster. You can almost smell the boarding house and feel the cold of an

  unforgiving winter as aspiring actress Maggie faces up to some brutal choices that will affect her for the rest of her life. The ensuing trauma is entwined with a very modern tale of marriage,

  impending fatherhood and the perils of the workplace in twenty-first-century Britain. The two stories dovetail to perfection. It’s both deeply moving and uplifting – an emotional
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  ‘I was swept along by Elliot Wright’s assured storytelling’ Katie Ward, author of Girl, Reading
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  PROLOGUE




  Sheffield, October 2010




  The clocks went back last weekend so it gets dark even earlier now. She curses herself; she should have left more time. She drives a little too fast because she wants to get

  there before the light goes completely, and if she misses them today, it’ll be another week before she can be sure of seeing them again. The sky is darkening rapidly by the time she’s

  parked the car and walked through the old stone gateway to the park. It is unusually cold for late October, and the smell of wood smoke is in the air. The autumn colours are particularly vibrant

  after the rain, and the wet leaves smell fresh and earthy, though they’re slippery and she almost loses her footing more than once as she hurries down through the woods.




  Although she once loved this park, she keeps her head down now, avoids looking around. She has walked these winding paths so often in happier times that it is almost painful to come here, but

  this is the only real opportunity she has to catch a glimpse of them without being seen, and she must take it. She walks alongside the pond, but there’s no sign of the ducks or moorhens that

  live around it, nor of the pair of grey herons that sometimes appear on the opposite bank. Today the pond is still and silent, and in this light, the water looks almost black. There is something

  about dark water that she finds achingly lonely and depressing.




  She makes her way down behind the café to where the stepping stones cross the stream, taking care to stay behind the trees. Most of her clothing is black, but the scarf she’s

  wearing is a pale, silvery colour; it’s unlikely that it would show up in the darkness, but just in case, she pulls it from her neck and slips it into her bag. There are a few mothers and

  children in the play area and she strains her eyes as she searches their faces, but it’s immediately obvious: they aren’t there. She glances at her watch; surely they should have

  arrived by now?




  To her left, a small black-and-white cat slinks through the metal railings that surround the swings before hunkering down, ears back and tail flicking as it spots some real or imagined prey in

  the undergrowth. She watches it for a moment, briefly distracted by the intense, snowy whiteness of its paws and whiskers. It’s a pretty little thing, barely more than a kitten and yet

  already practising its skills as a hunter. The cat pounces, then examines the dry leaf it has caught between its paws.




  At that moment, she spots them, just coming into the play area. She recognises their voices and she instinctively moves nearer so she can hear them more clearly, but then she stops. This is as

  near as she dares be to them now. If she is spotted, as she was once before, they’ll stop coming here and then she may never be able to find them again, so she must content herself with

  lingering in the shadows for the time being.




  



  




  CHAPTER ONE




  Sheffield, 21 December 2009




  I listened to the squeaky crunch of my boots as I walked to work. It was a sharp, crisp morning. The sky was still dark, but the whole of Sheffield was hidden under a blanket

  of snow and I was struck by the contrast of the white rooftops and church spires against the inky blackness. There had been another heavy fall overnight and there weren’t many people about

  yet, so it all looked new and perfect with only my own dark tracks spoiling the pristine whiteness. Today was the winter solstice, and it was also my fiftieth birthday, though no one knew that. As

  far as my family was concerned, my fiftieth was three and a half years ago when we celebrated according to the date on my birth certificate – which by a bizarre coincidence was the summer

  solstice. It felt strange, knowing that it was such a significant day and not being able to tell anyone. As a child I thought it terribly unfair that my birthday fell on the shortest day of the

  year. Tell you what, chicken, my mum said in the end, we’ll have another party just for you in the summer; you can have two birthdays, like the Queen. And now I really did have

  two birthdays, except I didn’t get to celebrate them both. I was used to it now, but it was hard when it was a special one, one with a zero on the end. I sighed as I walked, watching my

  breath crystallise in the morning air. No point in dwelling on it.




  It was my last day at the Young Families Project until after New Year. I was sure they’d rather I worked up until Christmas Eve, especially as I’d already had a week off, but they

  knew my daughter had just had a baby and they were pretty flexible. I usually finished at noon on Wednesdays, but after what felt like a particularly long morning, I realised that I still had some

  case notes to write up and I didn’t want to leave them until after Christmas, so I just got my head down and carried on until everything was done.




  It was gone two by the time I was ready to leave the office. I wished everyone a merry Christmas, put my welly boots on and headed out into the snow. I turned off Queen Street and trudged up the

  steep, narrow, cobbled road towards the cathedral. This was a pretty part of the city, and the little Georgian square where all the solicitors’ offices were looked particularly attractive in

  the snow; the fairy lights in the windows and the old-fashioned lamp-post in the middle of the square made it look like a Christmas card.




  As I walked into the warm fug of the veggie café where I usually had lunch, the lunchtime crowd was beginning to thin out and the tea-and-carrot-cake brigade was starting to drift in. I

  recognised some of the other customers. It tended to be the same faces here, mostly a mix of students and academics from the two universities – colourful, arty women and what my husband

  Duncan sometimes called weird beards. Like me, they came mainly for the organic food, but with its wooden floors, scarlet walls and free newspapers, this café was a popular place to

  hunker down away from the busy town centre, especially on cold, grey days like today.




  While I waited in the queue, I glanced around to see which tables were free. There was a blast of cold air as a figure in a huge dark coat opened the door and disappeared out into the greyness

  of the street. I did a double take. For a moment, something in the walk seemed familiar, but no, it couldn’t be.




  ‘The butternut squash and walnut risotto, please,’ I said when it was my turn. I put the plate on my tray with a bottle of water and carried it over to the cashier. I was about to rest the

  tray on the counter when I heard a male voice exclaim, ‘Jo!’ I dropped the tray, and it crashed to the floor, flipping the plate of risotto upside down. The plate broke into several

  pieces and the risotto splattered over the floorboards. For a split second I froze, unable to breathe. I looked around in a panic, but the voice belonged to a bearded, rotund little man who was

  greeting a young woman with purple hair enthusiastically.




  Briefly, the background hum of conversation stopped. ‘Are you okay?’ someone said.




  ‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘Yes, thank you. I’m sorry about the mess; the tray slipped.’




  Shakily, I tried to help to pick up the broken plate, but the girl behind the counter insisted I sat down while they brought me another risotto. ‘Not your fault, love,’ she said.

  ‘Them trays are always wet.’




  It was years since I’d been that jumpy; an old reflex I thought had long gone.




  *




  I’d finished most of my Christmas shopping but I wanted to buy something special for Hannah, some earrings, perhaps, or a bracelet. I told Duncan I wanted to mark the fact

  that she was now a mum herself, but if I was honest, it was more a celebration of the fact that she’d got through the birth and she was okay. People didn’t realise how dangerous

  childbirth can be, but I did. As I sat on the packed bus into town, I wondered whether she’d have another baby in a year or two, and how I’d cope if she did. Duncan hadn’t wanted

  me to go to the hospital when she was in labour. ‘Marcus’ll call as soon as there’s any news,’ he’d said. ‘There’s nothing you can do so why not stay here

  and watch a DVD or something rather than pacing up and down a hospital corridor?’




  ‘If I want to pace, I’ll bloody well pace,’ I told him, more sharply than I meant to. I just wanted to be there; I needed to at least be near by. And so I sat on a plastic

  chair outside the delivery room, praying to every god I could think of and somehow managing to keep from beating the door down. Poor Duncan; I knew he was worried too, but I was in such a state I

  couldn’t even talk to him until I knew she was going to be all right. In the end, after a long night of worrying, it all went reasonably well, thank God, and now we were looking forward to

  our first Christmas as grandparents.




  After I got off the bus I cut through the glass-roofed Winter Garden with its huge cacti, exotic ferns and giant palm trees, and I realised there were quite a few little children around who

  appeared to be showing an interest in the plants. What I hadn’t noticed before were the larger-than-life-sized models of snakes and lizards skulking in the undergrowth – a good way to

  attract kids. I came out of the Winter Garden and walked past the Peace Gardens where, in the summer, children in swimming costumes and sun hats ran squealing in and out of the fountains. It was a

  shame that none of this was here when Hannah was little, but I couldn’t wait for the time when she and I would be able to bring Toby here so we could picnic on the grass and watch while he

  played with the other children in the foaming jets of water.




  It was Christmas Eve and the city centre was predictably busy with some shoppers looking anxious, others looking plainly bad-tempered. Although most of the students had now gone home for

  Christmas, some were still here, working in the shops and bars or just enjoying the town, like the group of Chinese girls wearing Santa hats who were queuing for the Sheffield Eye, holding hands

  and giggling while they waited. The Wheel had gone up in the summer, and I had to admit, now it was all lit up for Christmas it looked spectacular, especially at night. Next to it was a giant

  Christmas tree decorated with blue lights and looking very pretty with the snow still on its branches.




  As I walked along Fargate towards Marks & Spencer’s I noticed a woman a few feet ahead pushing a buggy laden with shopping. A child of about four tottered along beside her, trying to

  hang on to the handle, his little arm stretched up high to reach past the carrier bags bulging from the sides. As I watched, the little boy stumbled and fell smack onto the icy pavement. The mother

  turned, hand on hip. She was heavily pregnant and I was just about to step forward and help him up so that she wouldn’t have to bend, when she said, ‘For fuck’s sake! I

  haven’t got time for this, Aaron, I really haven’t. Get up!’




  The child, bundled up in a blue padded coat and red woolly hat, was still lying face down on the ground, the soles of his Spider-Man wellies facing upwards. He began to wail.




  ‘I said get up,’ the woman yelled. ‘Now!’




  ‘For God’s sake!’ I scooped the poor thing up by the armpits and set him back on his feet.




  ‘Mind your own fucking business,’ the woman snarled, letting go of the pushchair and coming towards me. I braced myself but then the overladen pushchair tipped up and the baby inside

  began to cry. The mother turned. ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ she shouted, though it wasn’t clear who she was shouting at. She grabbed the little boy by the sleeve and

  yanked him towards her, making him cry even harder. ‘Come on, you little bastard,’ she said, righting the pushchair. ‘And don’t think you’ll get any Christmas presents

  if you keep up wi’ that roaring,’ she shouted, her voice hard as a slap. Then, dragging the crying boy alongside, she walked right in front of a tram, causing it to brake and sound its

  horn, before she headed off across the square and down towards Castle Market.




  I stood there for a few moments. The sound of crying became fainter and the red hat got smaller as they disappeared into the bustling crowd. I felt my throat constrict and hot tears threatening.

  For a second I fantasised about sweeping the child away from his wicked witch of a mother and taking him home to a proper, warm, happy Christmas. Some people shouldn’t be allowed to have

  babies. But I remembered the training I had before I started at the Young Families Project: don’t make judgements; you don’t know the background; you don’t know the circumstances.

  And it’s true, some of the families I supported had huge and complex problems, but if I was honest, I knew that the majority of them loved their children, and sometimes they just needed help

  and guidance to get back on track. It was hard, though; sometimes, I wanted to pick all those poor kids up and take them home with me so that I could make it all better.




  The automatic doors to Marks & Spencer’s glided open and I felt a puff of warm air as I stepped inside out of the cold. In the Christmas section mothers were buying shiny, glittering

  things, watched closely by wide-eyed children at their sides. I paused there for a minute, trying to wipe the memory of that horrible woman from my mind, but I couldn’t seem to shake off a

  feeling of gloom. I shouldn’t be feeling like this; after all, Hannah would be coming on Boxing Day and staying until the following evening. It’d give me a chance to look after her and

  pamper her a bit. I stayed with them for a few days after Toby was born, but Duncan was worried I’d outstay my welcome. ‘They need to find their feet as parents,’ he said.

  ‘If you’re there for too long, it’ll make it all the more difficult when you go and they’re on their own again. And we’re only a phone call away if she needs

  us.’ Maybe he was right. I knew I had a tendency to overprotect Hannah – I always have. But she looked so tired.




  In the Food Hall there was quite a queue of people collecting their pre-ordered organic turkeys. That reminded me – I needed to ask Duncan to call into the butcher’s to pick up the

  turkey crown I’d ordered. I couldn’t go into those places myself. I could just about cook poultry even though I no longer ate it, but I couldn’t deal with butchers’ shops or

  meat counters, and I especially couldn’t bear the blood any more; the sight of it on the butcher’s apron and on his hands; the dark smears on the wooden chopping block, and the thought

  that behind the counter or out the back where you couldn’t see it there would be blood pooled on the floor, sticking to his shoes and making the sawdust stick together in clumps.




  I wandered along the aisles, throwing crystallised ginger and Turkish delight into my basket but resisting the pack of chocolate tree decorations because last year Monty, who doesn’t care

  that chocolate is bad for dogs, snaffled the whole lot up, foil wrappers and all, and had sparkly poo for two days afterwards. As I made my way to the check-out, I sported a man disappearing behind

  a display of mince pies. A jolt of recognition shot through my body; he was almost bald and he was wearing a huge dark coat that looked too big for him, but there was something so familiar about

  that walk. He appeared briefly at the end of the aisle. I only caught a glimpse of the side of his face but I could see that he was wearing heavy framed glasses and that his skin was unusually

  pale. Scott had had an olive complexion; he had long dark hair and he didn’t wear glasses, but there was something about this man that reminded me so much . . . The man half turned towards me

  and for a moment I was unable to move. It was him; it was Scott and he was here in Sheffield. I couldn’t hear anything except a rushing in my ears; I couldn’t feel my own body. Then

  someone touched my arm. ‘You all right, love? Here, come and sit down for a minute, don’t worry about your shopping, duck. We’ll sort that out.’ I wasn’t sure what she

  meant at first, then I realised I’d actually dropped the shopping basket, and now I could see a shop assistant and another woman picking everything up as I was led, by an elderly lady, to the

  chairs they put along the wall to be sat on by elderly ladies.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m fine. Really.’ Then I was sitting down and someone was offering me a glass of water. The old lady had her arm around me. ‘Do

  you want us to phone anyone, duck? My daughter’s got her mobile if you—’




  ‘No, I’m all right now, but it’s very kind of you.’ I gulped the water and took my bags from the shop assistant. ‘Thank you. I felt a bit faint, that’s all

  – didn’t have any breakfast.’




  I looked around for the man as I joined the queue for the checkout but there was no sign of him now. It couldn’t have been Scott, I told myself. Scott’s in New Zealand. He was

  taller, anyway. And heavier; and he had long hair. But then, the last time I saw Scott was when Hannah was eight months old and that was over thirty years ago. Of course he’d look different

  now; I looked different too. Back then, my hair was dyed red and I’d cut it short soon after Hannah was born because it was easier when I was looking after a baby all day. Now it was back to

  its natural colour, not grey enough yet to warrant regular treatments, but not the rich, velvety brown it was when I first met Scott and Eve. I paid for the items in my basket and went out into the

  street. I couldn’t think about present shopping now, so I’d have to pop back later. I started to make my way home, eyes darting around, scanning the crowd for a balding man in a big

  dark coat. I felt raw and exposed and I was shivering so much that my teeth were chattering. As I waited for the bus, I remembered that Duncan had an early surgery today – it was only routine

  vaccinations, mostly cats and dogs, so he’d probably be home by now and he’d wonder why I was back so soon. I could have said I had a migraine coming on, but I didn’t want to lie;

  I’d never lied to Duncan, only about things that happened before.




  



  




  CHAPTER TWO




  I was up early on Boxing Day morning and by seven o’clock I was showered, dressed, and in the kitchen making coffee and toast. Yesterday had been nice; Duncan cooked

  – beef Wellington for himself, caramelised onion tart for me, followed by home-made chocolate truffle ice cream. Then we watched Christmas telly, drank port and ate mince pies. It was a good

  day, and I was touched at the trouble he’d taken to make it feel festive. But today was the real deal; the proper Christmas.




  I ate my toast standing up and drank my coffee as I took things out of the fridge. There was a lot to do. I had to prepare the turkey crown for Duncan and Marcus, make apricot and parsley

  stuffing and finish the cashew nut and almond loaf for Hannah and me.




  ‘Okay.’ Duncan came into the kitchen, hair still damp from the shower. ‘Give me a job.’




  ‘Peeling, please.’ I handed him the peeler and a carrier bag full of potatoes and parsnips, and he kissed my cheek before setting to work. ‘Cheer up,’ he said.

  ‘We’re going to have a lovely day.’




  I’d felt a bit down yesterday. I knew it was selfish of me, but I wanted them here, my daughter and grandson. ‘I don’t begrudge Marcus’s parents.’ I added cranberry

  jelly and a pinch of ground cloves to the red cabbage and grated apple as it simmered on the back of the hob. ‘But I thought, you know, Toby’s first Christmas . . . And it’s not

  even two weeks since she gave birth. Wouldn’t you think tha—’




  ‘Darling.’ Duncan cut the potato he’d just peeled into four. ‘They’ll be here soon and they’re staying until tomorrow night. Can’t we just enjoy having

  them? They were only at Marcus’s mum and dad’s for a couple of hours, so I think we got the better deal, don’t you?’




  ‘I know, but—’




  ‘Oh, come on. You’re not saying you’d rather have had them here for Christmas lunch than staying overnight?’




  ‘No, I suppose not,’ I sighed. ‘I’m just a bit worried about her, that’s all. I get the feeling something’s not right. Do you know what I mean?’




  ‘She was a bit quiet when I saw her, but that was just after she’d had him. And when you think of what she’s been through . . .’ He paused and looked up at me, his eyes

  suddenly dark with concern. ‘Do you really think there’s something wrong? Seeing the look on his face reminded me of how much Duncan cared for Hannah. He loved her, as he promised he

  would, as though she were his own child. I sighed. ‘Probably not. I expect I’m worrying over nothing.’ I kissed the top of his head. ‘Sorry.’




  *




  It was what had really sealed our relationship. I could never have made a life with someone who didn’t love my Hannah as his own. The first Christmas we spent together,

  I’d been worried how a man who wasn’t used to children would cope with a seven-year-old waking him up at four in the morning to show him the presents he’d already seen and had

  helped to wrap the night before. But he was enchanted, and he took the whole business very seriously, even suggesting we hire a Santa costume in case she woke up and saw me filling her

  stocking.




  On Christmas Eve, we found Hannah a pair of stretchy old boot-socks so she could hang one at the end of her bed while I smuggled the other into the living room. We stuffed the spare sock with

  tiny gifts, chocolate coins, pink-and-white sugar mice, shiny pennies and a satsuma until it bulged and rustled tantalisingly, then we crept into her room together to swap it for its limp, empty

  partner. ‘I love Christmas Eve,’ Duncan had whispered. ‘Do you remember waking up and feeling the weight of that knobbly stocking on your feet and thinking, he’s

  been!’ I did remember, but for me, those happy Christmases had come to an end too soon. ‘Hey, look at this.’ Duncan stooped to pick up an envelope that had slid off the bed

  and onto the floor. ‘I didn’t know she’d written to Santa.’




  ‘Neither did I.’ We took the letter, along with the mince pie, the glass of sherry and the carrot for the reindeer, into the sitting room. All around the edge of the page, Hannah had

  drawn bauble-bedecked Christmas trees, holly, and twinkling stars. Dear Father Christmas, if you are real, please wake me up when you come to my house. If you do not wake me up, I will not

  believe in you. Your friend Hannah Matthews. PS. I hope you are well and I hope you have a happy Christmas. And then she’d added several lines of kisses. ‘Oh my God,’ I

  laughed. ‘I can’t believe this – my daughter is blackmailing Father Christmas!’




  Duncan smiled. ‘Clever! But do you notice, she hasn’t actually asked for anything, just wished him a happy Christmas.’ He put his arm round me and kissed me on the nose.

  ‘What a very nice, well-brought-up little girl.’




  We had a lovely time that year. Duncan loved putting up the fairy lights, decorating the tree, and reading The Night Before Christmas to Hannah on Christmas Eve. ‘It’s like

  being a kid again,’ he said. ‘It’s magical.’




  ‘It’s what a child’s Christmas should be.’




  I still played Santa right up until Hannah went to university; it was a bit of a joke by then and it was one gift instead of a filled stocking, but I’d wanted to keep it magical for as

  long as possible.




  *




  Hannah and Marcus were due to arrive at one, and by 12.30 almost everything was done and the house was filled with the fragrant smells of roasting turkey, herby stuffing and the

  warm, spicy aroma of red cabbage. Duncan had lit the fire in the dining room and laid the table with a crisp white cloth, tall candles and proper napkins with napkin rings. While he was out the

  front clearing snow and ice from the path, I cut a small sprig from the Christmas tree and slipped out into the garden, as I had done every Boxing Day for the last ten years.




  I found the spot under the plum tree at the end of the garden, marked by a small wooden cross, only just visible now through the snow. I crouched down and brushed the snow away. This one had

  almost made it; the last of my ghost babies. Thirteen weeks, a perfectly formed little boy, about two and a half inches long. None of the others held on past eight weeks, and I didn’t like to

  think about what may have happened to their tiny bodies. I should have looked; I should have overcome my horror and put my hands down in the blood and found them, my babies that never were; then I

  could have put them all out here under the plum tree and visited them whenever I needed to remember. This little cross would be surrounded by snowdrops in a few weeks’ time, but for today I

  placed the sprig of pine in front of it. ‘Merry Christmas, sweetheart,’ I whispered.




  The first eight weeks had been agonising; every time I felt a twinge I’d worry that it was happening again. But the weeks went on, I had regular scans and I felt good; we started to hope.

  Once we passed the magic twelve-week point, we relaxed. We were so sure it was going to be okay this time that we even started to tell people and to hell with the comments. Yes, we were both in our

  forties; no, we didn’t want to ‘enjoy our freedom’ now Hannah had left home. We still had a lot of love to give and we both wanted this child – our child –

  desperately. But on Christmas afternoon, the pains started and I knew immediately. Hannah was there with Nick, her boyfriend at the time. She sent Nick away and she and Duncan spent the next few

  days trying to be supportive, and trying not to cry. I wanted Hannah to go back to Leeds where she shared a house – a daughter shouldn’t have to see her mother in the midst of a

  miscarriage. But she insisted on staying with me. Then only a few years later, it had been me trying not to cry through each of her miscarriages.




  I felt a hand on my shoulder. I looked round, and Duncan was standing behind me. He pulled me gently to my feet and wrapped his arms around me. We stood there in the snowy garden holding on to

  each other, not speaking.




  



  




  CHAPTER THREE




  Monty’s frenetic barking announced Hannah and Marcus’s arrival and they tumbled into the house in a bluster of bags and rucksacks and nappies and general baby

  paraphernalia. Hannah looked shattered. Marcus carried a sleeping Toby, still strapped into his car seat, into the kitchen and placed him on the kitchen table. His little body jolted due to the

  heightened startle reflex, and he opened his eyes briefly but then closed them again. Duncan enfolded Hannah in a big hug, then turned to Marcus and shook his hand. They got on well, Duncan and

  Marcus, and I was glad. My family was so small that every now and then I was gripped by a sense of absolute terror that something might happen to destroy it. I looked at Toby’s red,

  scrunched-up face and I marvelled at how clever Hannah had been to produce him. My grandson.




  ‘Right,’ Duncan said, rubbing his hands together and smiling. ‘How about a Christmas drink?’




  ‘Huh! I wish,’ Hannah said. ‘There’s a bottle of wine in that bag somewhere, but I suppose I’d better not have any. Any coffee going?’




  ‘Are you supposed to drink coffee?’ Marcus asked.




  ‘For God’s sake, it’s Christmas!’




  ‘But won’t it—’




  ‘One cup, Marcus.’ Her voice was unusually sharp.




  Marcus put his hands up in mock defence. ‘Okay, okay.’ He grinned. ‘Sorry. The lady wants coffee, the lady gotta have coffee.’




  I made the coffee with hot milk, just the way Hannah liked it. ‘So, how are you feeling?’ I asked after Duncan and Marcus had gone through to the dining room.




  ‘Totally and utterly knackered.’ She sighed and sat down, pushing the car seat away so she could lean on the table and rest her head in her hands.




  ‘It’ll get better, you know. The first few weeks really are the worst. Is Marcus pulling his weight?’




  ‘He’s doing more than his share, to be honest.’ She put her hands round the coffee and blew lightly on the surface. ‘He’s very good with him.’ She sounded a

  little sad. Then Toby woke up and started to cry.




  ‘I’ll take him, you drink your coffee.’ I fumbled with the catch on the harness that kept him in his car seat. It seemed so much more complicated than the clips I

  remembered.




  ‘Here.’ Hannah leant across, snapped the clasp open easily then sat back with a sigh as Toby’s cries increased in intensity. ‘He can’t be hungry again, surely? I

  only fed him a couple of hours ago.’




  ‘Come on, sweetheart,’ I murmured as I lifted him from his chair and held his warm little body against my chest. He looked so sweet in his Christmas-red baby-grow and the navy

  cardigan that Hannah knitted when she was pregnant. We had a hell of a job finding those ladybird buttons, but Hannah knew exactly what she wanted. She had such a good eye for that sort of thing.

  ‘He’s perfect,’ I said. ‘And so tiny and compact.’ I almost commented on how like Marcus he was, but something stopped me. ‘Shush.’ I swayed back and forth

  with him as I walked around the kitchen trying to settle him. ‘Shush, my little pickle; let your poor mummy have her coffee. Shush-shush.’




  ‘Oh, shit.’ Hannah looked down. ‘I’m leaking again.’ She grabbed a wipe from the quilted bag next to her and started dabbing at two wet spots that had appeared on

  her jumper. ‘This keeps happening when he cries.’ She held her arms out. ‘Better give him here.’ She lifted her jumper and held Toby in place until he seemed to sense or

  smell her milk and started to root frantically for the nipple. Then, after several attempts, he latched on and Hannah winced.




  ‘Sore?’ I asked.




  She bit her bottom lip as she nodded. ‘The health visitor said it was like breaking in a new pair of shoes, but either she’s never had a baby or she wears shoes made of broken

  glass.’




  I felt a flash of anger towards the health visitor. ‘That’s not very helpful, is it. Isn’t there any cream they can give you?’




  She nodded. ‘But it doesn’t get much of a chance to work, does it? It’s like there’s no escape; he’s either clamped to my nipple or he’s crying and making me

  leak so I couldn’t get away even if I wanted to.’




  ‘What do you—’




  Hannah shook her head. ‘I don’t mean I really want to get away from him; just . . . well, he’s less than two weeks old and it’s as though he’s been here for ever.

  He seems, I don’t know, so determined; it’s as if he knows what he wants and he knows how to get it, whether I like it or not.’ She looked up at me and smiled weakly.

  ‘I sound ungrateful, don’t I?’ She looked down at her son, whose eyes were now closed as he sucked blissfully, his tiny fingers curling and uncurling as they rested against her

  breast. ‘I don’t mean to,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s what I wanted, after all. But I can’t even remember what it’s like to walk around without my arms aching

  from carrying him, or to get into bed without holding my breath, waiting for him to start crying. ’




  I looked at her again. My poor Hannah; she was pale, and there were deep, dark shadows in her face. And yet she’d looked so well while she was pregnant.




  Despite having just been fed, Toby cried a lot while we were having lunch, so Marcus, Duncan and I all took turns walking around with him so that Hannah could eat. When we’d finished the

  main course, I got up to clear the plates and Hannah followed me into the kitchen, loaded the plates into the dishwasher and then sat at the table while I found matches to flame the Christmas

  pudding. She picked up the bottle of brandy and sighed. ‘I could really do with a large one of these right now.’ I got the impression she was only half joking when she added,

  ‘Perhaps it’d make him sleep a bit longer.’




  ‘Listen, how about if I come over again for a few days? Just to take the pressure off for a bit? I’m not at the Project again until after New Year, and I can easily . . .’




  ‘Thanks, Mum, but you’ve helped out enough already. Marcus still has another week’s paternity leave, and anyway, I need to get used to coping on my own at some

  point.’




  ‘Yes, but there’s nothing wrong with having a little help, you know. Your body’s been through a major trauma, your hormones are all over the place and your routine’s

  changed beyond recognition. It all takes a while to get used to.’




  She appeared to think about it for a minute, then shook her head. ‘No, I need to . . . I’ll be fine. We’re still getting used to each other, I suppose. Come on, let’s go

  and set this pud alight.’




  We finally managed to settle Toby in his Moses basket and had just started eating when the phone rang. I noticed the almost fearful way Hannah glanced at Toby but mercifully, he stayed

  asleep.




  ‘My mum,’ Duncan said. ‘Bound to be.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Earlier than usual, though.’




  I smiled. ‘Give her my love.’ Estelle always called on Boxing Day. She went to her widowed sister for Christmas every year, then called us as soon as she got back to tell us how much

  Gina waffled on about her grandchildren, how the colour of her hair was less and less convincing and how much Gina drank before, during and after Christmas dinner.




  ‘Hello, Merry Christmas!’ Duncan said cheerily into the handset. ‘Hello?’ he said again. ‘Hello?’ He looked at the phone and then said ‘Hello’

  once more before shrugging and hanging up. ‘Probably a wrong number.’




  ‘Do 1471,’ I said. Hannah looked up sharply and I realised how anxious I sounded. ‘I mean, this is the second time, isn’t it?’




  Duncan tapped out the numbers. ‘The caller withheld their number,’ he repeated, putting the handset back in the charger. ‘I’d better ring my mum, just in case.’ No

  one spoke until we heard him talking to Estelle and explaining why he’d rung her rather than waiting for her to ring us as usual.




  *




  After lunch, I suggested Hannah and I go for a walk, leaving Duncan and Marcus to finish loading the dishwasher and make the kitchen look less like a bomb had hit it. Hannah put

  her coat, woolly hat, scarf and mittens on and then she stood at the door with her hands in her pockets while I got my boots on. It was still quite snowy outside. Toby was beginning to stir; I

  could hear him making little snuffling noises. ‘Aren’t you bringing the baby?’ I picked up my keys from the yellow ceramic bowl that Hannah made at school. Her ‘sunshine

  bowl’, she called it.




  ‘What? Oh, yes, I suppose so.’ She took her coat off again, lifted him out of the Moses basket and laid him on the changing mat, then pulled a tiny coat from her bag and started

  trying to feed his arms into the sleeves without much success. She was biting her lip.




  I hesitated for a moment – I didn’t want her to think I was trying to take over, but she looked increasingly exasperated so I asked if she’d like some help.

  ‘Thanks,’ she sighed as she moved aside so I could get to him. ‘How on earth am I supposed to get him dressed if he keeps wriggling like this? It’s impossible.’




  ‘Try reaching into the sleeve from the other end rather than trying to push his arm all the way through. Like this.’ I bunched the sleeve up with both hands then gently reached

  inside the cuff with my fingers and guided Toby’s hand through.




  Hannah looked tearful. ‘Why didn’t I think of that? I’m so crap at this.’




  ‘No, you’re not.’ I put my arms around her. ‘You’re doing fine. There’s no reason you’d know to do that unless somebody told you. An Italian lady I used

  to work for showed me how to do it when you were tiny; someone else probably showed her.’




  She sighed again.




  ‘Come on, sweetheart. You can’t know everything from the word go, you learn as you go along.’




  She nodded but didn’t look at me. Nor did she make any move to pick Toby up.




  ‘I wish you’d let me do more to help.’ ‘You could take him in the sling, if you like.’ She knew that wasn’t what I meant, but still. ‘Come along, my

  little pickle.’ I stretched my arms out to lift him and I held him against my chest while Hannah sorted out the complicated wrap-around carrier. Then she clipped Monty’s lead on and we

  set off .




  It was dark now, and we walked in companionable silence, breaking it only occasionally to comment on a pretty Christmas tree in a window, or an over-the-top display of lights. Monty paused every

  few metres to sniff at something interesting beneath the snow or to lift his leg against a tree. We turned into the narrow walkway that took us alongside the Porter Brook to the General Cemetery, a

  high stone wall on one side and the snow-covered bank leading down to the water on the other. The soft orange light from the lamp-posts spilled across the snow, giving the scene a slightly

  Dickensian feel. It started to snow again as we walked up through the cemetery towards the ruined church where we stopped for a moment to watch the flakes falling against a backdrop of ancient

  headstones and holly trees, complete with berries. I was conscious of the warm nugget of Toby against my chest. It was so quiet, all I could hear was the sound of Monty snuffling in the snow.

  ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ I said, but as we stood there watching the silent snow settling like a quilt around us, I was aware of a sudden feeling of desolation. Here I was

  with my daughter and my new grandson, about to go back to a warm house and a husband who loved me, and yet I felt as though a cold, black fog had enveloped me; the awful sense that nothing was

  safe. What if I lost all this? What if it was all taken away? I looked over my shoulder and back towards the church, but everything looked the same. Why then, did I feel so unsettled?




  



  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  While Hannah and I were out with the baby on Boxing Day, Duncan and Marcus had cooked up the idea of a small New Year’s Eve gathering. I wasn’t much of a party

  person, but I found I was enjoying myself, and having lots of friends and family around made up for not being able to celebrate my real birthday. For my fake fiftieth, Duncan took me to Edinburgh;

  a boutique hotel with an enormous bed, luxury toiletries and fluffy white bathrobes. We did the touristy things – a whisky-tasting, a guided literary walk, a ride in an open-topped bus, and

  then a meal in a restaurant where the food was so beautiful we weren’t sure whether to eat it or admire it. He said I looked fabulous, that he could hardly believe I was fifty; then he gave

  me a pair of pearl earrings and told me that marrying me was the best thing he’d ever done. I had to turn away then; I felt nothing short of treacherous. Duncan was a good man, and, although

  I tried to be a better person these days, I knew I didn’t deserve him.




  Hannah was talking to our old friends Marina and Paul. She still had dark circles under her eyes, but she’d put on some make-up, and she was dressed in a purple cable-knit jumper over a

  green miniskirt with purple tights and black suede boots; she looked a lot better. Marina held her arms out to take the baby and Hannah obliged, then came over to us. ‘Bloody hell,’ she

  whispered. ‘If one more person tells me how much he looks like his father, I’ll scream.’




  ‘Well, he does,’ Duncan said and I shot him a look.




  ‘I had hoped my children would look like me, at least a little bit.’




  At that point, Duncan got it. ‘Sorry, Han.’ He parted Hannah’s shoulder. ‘That was insensitive.’




  Hannah shrugged. ‘Forget it.’




  ‘You okay?’




  Hannah nodded and managed a small smile, though her face was tense and full of shadows, just like it had been a couple of years ago during that horrible time when they were trying to find out

  what was wrong, when her sweet young face had been lined with worry and haunted with fear. She’d rung me as soon as they left the consultant’s office and she was crying so much it was

  difficult to make out what she was saying. ‘They said . . . they said I’ve got . . .’




  For one awful moment I thought they’d told her she had something terminal. Fear shot through my body like a steel bolt, pinning me to the spot. ‘Darling, please tell me. What did

  they say?’




  Marcus came on the line. He sounded pretty shaken. ‘They reckon she’s got something called premature ovarian failure. It means that her eggs are—’ Then I heard Hannah

  take the phone back again. ‘Mum, I’m going through the fucking menopause. I’m thirty-one, for fuck’s sake. And my eggs are . . . are dying.’




  I felt tears spring to my eyes. ‘Oh Hannah. Oh darling, I don’t know what to say.’ I could hear her trying to stifle her tears. ‘They say it can run in families, but you

  managed to get pregnant when you were forty-three. Hang on.’ I heard her blow her nose, then sigh. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean . . . I shouldn’t have brought it up.’




  I tried to gather myself; I was still trying to take it in. ‘No, no, it’s fine.’




  ‘Mum, can we come round?’




  They sat in the kitchen, pale and red-eyed from crying. Monty positioned himself at Hannah’s feet and laid his head in her lap while she absent-mindedly played with his ears. I made tea,

  remembering to add lots of sugar. Once, when Hannah was five, she pirouetted off the table in our bedsit and broke her collarbone. The landlady drove us to the hospital, stayed with us and drove us

  home again, and then while I put Hannah to bed, she made me a cup of tea. ‘There we are, love, nice and sweet.’ In a still-shaky voice, I thanked her but told her I didn’t take

  sugar. ‘You do today,’ she said. And I remembered Scott making us both sugary tea that time all those years before, and I remembered that it helped.




  ‘How old was your mum when she died?’ Hannah said, sipping the tea and grimacing at the sweetness.




  ‘Forty-one.’




  ‘And did she . . . ? Was she still . . .’




  ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ I sighed. ‘Mothers and daughters didn’t discuss things like that back then. And my mum had other problems, as you know, so it was difficult to

  talk about anything.’ I felt dizzy so I pulled out a chair and sat down. Nothing could change the situation, so what was the point of talking about family histories?




  ‘I’m glad we can talk about things,’ Hannah said. ‘Most of my friends just moan about their mums.’




  ‘I’m glad, too.’ I took a gulp of my tea, burning my mouth. ‘So . . . is there anything they can do? I mean to help you have a baby?’ I‘d often half hoped

  that Hannah wouldn’t want kids, because much as I loved the idea of grandchildren, I couldn’t shake off the crippling anxiety every time I thought about her giving birth. My greatest

  fear had always been of losing Hannah – my precious only child. I couldn’t bear seeing her like this. I remembered my own misery each month when my period came, and when it didn’t

  come, the delirious happiness, followed by the utter despair when the pains started a few weeks later.




  ‘Seems like we’ve got two options,’ she said. ‘We can adopt, but there’s a long wait for babies, or we could try to find an egg donor.’




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘IVF. We’d still use Marcus’s sperm, but my eggs are no good, apparently, so we’d need donated eggs.’




  ‘Which is expensive,’ Marcus added, ‘ and might not work.’ He was leaning forward in his chair, head down, twisting his car keys round and round in his hands. He was the

  same age as Hannah but he looked incredibly young and vulnerable at that moment.




  We all sat in silence while I digested this. Hannah appeared to have stopped crying, but every now and again she swiped at her face as another tear slid down it.




  ‘We’ll help with the money,’ I said. ‘If you want to go ahead?’




  She nodded and reached for Marcus’s hand. ‘We do,’ she said, ‘we really do.’ Tearful again but smiling, she got up and put her arms round me. ‘Thanks,

  Mum.’




  Duncan had agreed, of course. He’d just been made a partner in the practice, which was on the outskirts of Sheffield and had business from farms and riding stables as well as the usual

  cats, dogs and hamsters, so he’d had quite a big pay rise, and he was delighted to have something worthwhile to do with it. And when, after the first attempt failed, the second resulted in a

  single pregnancy that was still perfectly healthy four months on, Hannah’s happiness was the supreme reward. Pregnancy suited her, too, especially in the later stages when she positively

  glowed with health. The way she looked, the way she carried herself in those last few weeks was almost majestic.




  Looking at her now, it was hard to believe that this was the same person as that smiling, energetic young woman.




  Someone called to Duncan from the kitchen and he went off to do hosting duties. ‘Marina says,’ Hannah continued, ‘that all babies look like their fathers. She says it’s

  something to do with nature protecting the young, or something.’




  ‘I read that somewhere, too. The idea is that, if a child looks like its father, the father has proof of his paternity and is more likely to stay around to protect the child, less likely

  to bugger off and leave the mother to it.’




  Hannah nodded, looking thoughtful. ‘Do I look like my father?’




  This floored me for a second; she hadn’t mentioned her father for years. An image of that man in Marks & Spencer’s the other day flirted across my mind. He reminded me so much of

  Scott that I found I’d been thinking about the past much more than usual. I looked at Hannah, her hair, which she’d had cut into a sleek bob before she had Toby, was dark but not

  coal-black like Scott’s had been; her tall, slim build was the same though, and so were the almond-shaped eyes, cornflower-blue rather than the brown you always expected with dark hair. I

  swallowed. ‘Yes, you do a bit.’ I braced myself for her to ask more but she just nodded, then rolled her eyes when she realised that Toby was crying again and went off to see to

  him.




  



  




  CHAPTER FIVE




  Sometimes I almost forgot Duncan wasn’t Hannah’s real dad. Partly wishful thinking, I suppose – I wanted him to be her father; I wanted to forget Scott

  had ever existed. Hannah had started calling Duncan ‘Daddy’ when she was eight or nine. We’d been married for over a year, but we’d only just moved into our first real home

  together. We were all in the sitting room, still surrounded by boxes of books and CDs and videos, eating the pizza we’d had delivered. Hannah wrinkled her nose as she looked at her slice of

  pizza. ‘It’s got mushrooms on it,’ she said in disgust. ‘I hate mushrooms.’




  ‘I used to hate mushrooms as well.’ Duncan’s face was deadly serious. ‘When I was a little girl like you.’




  Hannah listened in earnest for a moment, then grinned. ‘You’re silly.’




  ‘Come on then, pipsqueak.’ He held his plate out. ‘Give us them here. I’ll swap you for the capers – you like capers, don’t you?’




  Hannah’s face fell and she shook her head before wrinkling her nose again and announcing, ‘They’re like bogies!’




  ‘Yum!’ Duncan said, picking up a caper and popping it into his mouth. ‘That’s why I love ‘em.’




  ‘Yuk!’ Hannah squealed, but she was giggling.




  Later, when Duncan and I had gone back to the unpacking, Hannah came down in her pyjamas. Usually, she’d say goodnight to Duncan, then I’d go up with her to read her a story and tuck

  her in. But that night when she shuffled into the room with her thumb in her mouth, she came over to where I was kneeling on the floor unpacking a box of books, took her thumb out of her mouth and

  leaned across so that her mouth was almost against my ear. ‘Mummy,’ she whispered.




  ‘Yes?’ I whispered back.




  ‘Can Duncan come and tuck me in tonight?’




  ‘What?’ I whispered in mock horror. ‘Instead of me?’




  She shook her head vigorously. ‘No. And you.’




  I smiled. ‘Only teasing. Yes, I’m sure he will. You go and hop into bed and we’ll be up in a minute.’




  She nodded. ‘Okay. And Mummy.’ She was still whispering, although it was a bit of a stage whisper by now.




  ‘Yes, darling?’




  ‘Duncan’s my daddy-by-marriage, isn’t he?’




  ‘Yes. He’s your stepdad.’ We’d gone through this before the wedding, with the help of some useful story books. Then last year, when her friend Amber’s mum had had

  another baby, we’d had a bit of a birds and bees discussion in which I’d explained that her biological father lived a long way away and that we hadn’t seen him since she was a

  baby. I wasn’t sure how well she understood why he was so far away, but what she did understand was that Duncan did all the things a dad would do, and that he loved her.




  ‘My stepdad.’ She nodded again, earnestly. ‘So am I allowed to call him Daddy?’




  ‘Oh darling, of course you’re allowed. Do you really want to?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Well, I think Duncan would be very pleased to have you call him Daddy.’ I smiled as I glanced at Duncan, who by this time was looking curious as to what conspiracies were

  taking place on this side of the room.




  ‘Okay,’ she whispered again, and then she walked over to Duncan and said, clearly and confidently, ‘Daddy, will you come and tuck me in, please?’




  I watched Duncan swallow and cough to disguise the break in his voice. ‘Course I will, pipsqueak,’ he said, ruffling her hair. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’




  ‘Bloody hell,’ he said after she’d trotted happily back upstairs, thumb in mouth. ‘That’s a turn-up for the books.’
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