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Praise for The Coffin Club



‘Slippery as an eel, dark and twisted, The Coffin Club’s tale of death, deceit and desire is deliciously compelling.’


Sabrina Broadbent, author of You Don’t Have to be Good


‘Original, unsettling and full of secrets, The Coffin Club is a compelling debut with a superbly twisted end.’


Sarah Clarke, author of A Mother Never Lies


‘A riveting, deeply disquieting thriller. Original, seamlessly put together and an experience you will never emotionally recover from.’


Sarah Goodwin, author of Stranded


‘A dark and gripping debut with sinister undertones from the very first page. I loved it.’


Sophie Flynn, author of All My Lies


‘A perfect “romantic-noir” – a crime story wrapped up in a love story. The characters draw you in to their world and make you root for them, until a creeping sense of dread makes you cower as you wonder where the fatal blow is going to come from. Well-crafted and chilling!’


S. E. Moorhead, author of Witness X


‘This is a spine-tingling, unputdownable page-turner and a remarkable debut. I was gripped the whole way through.’


Lucy Martin, author of Stop at Nothing
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Graveside. October 2016


Ivy smothers your headstone and I can’t see your name for moss. The grave itself is an overgrown tangle of creepers and weeds. How quickly nature takes hold. How cruel to move on so fast. I only knew it was you by the oak tree shading your plot. I remember leaning against its trunk at your service, the only thing that held me upright as they lowered you down. Now it’s dropping its leaves quietly, tucking you in for another winter.


I can hardly bear to look, but I need to see you, to touch you, to talk.


Kneeling on the gravel beside you, I tug at a green ivy tendril until it peels from the stone, leaving a skeleton sucker trail, and there you are: Sam Alexander. The lettering knocks me back on my heels, takes me back to another time – not long ago but so far away – when I shared your name, your home, your life.


I trace your name with my finger, wonder just for a split second what you look like beneath the earth before shivering and shaking my head. I’ve seen your dead face in my dreams ever since the accident. I’ve relived that exact moment of realisation when you knew you were dying, your eyes locked on mine till the end. I will never be able to erase it. It’s imprinted on my soul.


Now though, Sam, I want to think about life. I want to remember the happy times. I start to clear your headstone, one clinging green strand at a time.


I always loved your name; simple and strong, it conjures up so much more than just your face. The soft smell of sandalwood and the taste of Jack Daniels on your mouth. Your eyes squinting shut as you laughed. I can almost feel the gentle heaviness of your hand on my leg when you drove, resting between my thigh and my knee until you had to change gear. A million moments, a thousand memories flood in and wipe away time. My breath catches in my throat. So much has happened since I last saw you, but it finally feels like things are coming good. That’s the main reason I had to come back. To tell you that the part you played in my life made all the difference. It’s all down to you.


It was all so much simpler at the beginning, wasn’t it? Our first dates seemed endless, a summer of country pub gardens and rooftop restaurants that blended into a winter of skiing and log fires. We moved seamlessly into an expensive engagement party in a swanky bar, surrounded by lots of people I barely knew, and then, of course, a white wedding. Your dad clapping you on the back and welcoming me to the family, champagne flute in the air.


I remember the rub of your thumb that first summer, stroking the freckles on my forearm. Your palm in the small of my back as you steered me round parties, so familiar to you, a minefield to me. Making me think everything was all right, that you would be the one to give me my happy ending.


You were unlike anyone I’d ever met. Moving in circles that I’d only waitressed in. Driving convertibles and wearing watches on your wrist that would pay off my loans on the spot. And you loved me. The way you watched me as I spoke, the tilt of your head when I said your name. The look that scorched me across a room and made me want to go straight back to bed. Or a smile of pride, like I was something to look up to, a role model of a wife.


The headstone is almost clear now, a small twisted pile of ivy beside me. I sniff noisily, clear my throat. I wonder if you’d still look at me the same way now, or even recognise me. I rub my fingers down my scar, feel the pits and pulls of my face stitched together, eyebrow to jaw. A permanent reminder of the accident. An everlasting mark of loss. An end to Sam and Kat Alexander.


That’s the thing I came to tell you, Sam, that I don’t have your name any more. I’m officially no longer your wife. I am, in fact, someone else’s. And I am at last a mother, and I so hope you’ll be pleased for me. Knowing how I longed for a child. Knowing how we both did.


But let me start at the beginning, when I moved to Lower Doyle after your funeral, looking for a new start. I bought The Nook, and met Ginny. But I hadn’t yet heard of the New Horizons Club, where it really all began when I met Nico, my new husband. The club that promised “a second chance to find love”. Little did I know what lay ahead.


But at least knowing what you know about me, Sam, I can tell you the truth. I can tell you the whole story.


It started with a deer.





I’d thought about killing myself a few times since your funeral, but the day I hit the deer I decided that was it. My turn to die.


Before, I’d just been mulling it over, tasting the idea on my tongue before swallowing it again, not really allowing myself to think about how or when. Pills or gun. Just conscious of the feeling of not wanting to go on.


But that day – the deer day – was different. An ache in my chest woke me up as normal and I already had a sore, wet face on the pillow. The house yawned around me, tap dripping somewhere, crows cawing across the fields. Loneliness sat on me with a weight that made my breath shallow. None of that was unusual. But when I looked at my mobile phone and saw it was 30 September, the last day of another month, I suddenly realised I didn’t want to do another winter on my own. Not even a week. Not without you. In fact, I didn’t want to do another day. And as that thought emerged, cleared itself from the fug in my head, it became a decision. For the first time in over a year, I got out of bed with a purpose.


The armchair in the corner was smothered with clothes and I rummaged, pulling on a jumper, covering it with a cardigan, hoisted up baggy old joggers over the pyjamas I’d worn for the past few days. Who cared? I hadn’t seen a soul since the supermarket delivery guy, whose only comment had been about how much wine I’d ordered as it clinked in the crate. I felt like banging him on the head with a bottle but you know me, I’m not a violent person, and satisfied myself with flipping him the finger as he drove away.


I paused at the bedroom doorway, suddenly struck by the state of my room. The piles of clothes jumble-sale like, the floor decorated with knickers, socks, dirty plates and a couple of books, spines open but face-down, forgotten. The smashed mirror. The remains of days. The debris of weeks. Should I tidy it up before I went? Otherwise, who would be the first on the scene? My eyes stung with the realisation that it would be a cleaning team – hired by a probate company – because I had nobody left without you. No family alive and hadn’t seen any so-called friends since the “episode”. Couldn’t blame them really, I guess. As a nod towards my old self, I smoothed the duvet over the bed and plumped my pillow. I pulled the door shut behind me. Done.


The stairs still creaked on the landing as they had when the estate agent showed me around the year before. He’d extolled the virtues of older properties, and pointed out the high skirting boards, the deep coving, anything rather than look directly at me. I’d followed, numb and nodding. He must have been relieved that the outside of the cottage hadn’t put me off. The rambling rose that smothered the front wall, long ago flowered and never deadheaded. A grey slate roof, missing a few tiles, almost merged with the bleak winter sky, apart from the round turret bedroom with blank windows. The previous owner, recently deceased – not in the house, thank God – hadn’t had much of an eye for interior design. The Nook was “a doer-upper”, the guy said, flicking his pink tie between finger and thumb, “with amazing potential”. All it needed was a bit of TLC, he said – and a wad of cash, I thought. But that was one thing I had in spades. I silently followed him until we reached the turret window and then, all of a sudden, my mind was made up. The view was perfect. I could see right through the valley. Fields of furrows. A border of woodland. Open space, spread out before me like a blank canvas. It gave me the same sense of hope that a new calendar used to evoke every New Year’s Day.


I bought the house, grasped the chance of a new start in unfamiliar surroundings with strangers, thinking it would help me to deal with your death. I had a rosy notion of log fires and country pubs, friendly locals and mugs of tea. In reality it had been overflowing gutters, and damp green smears appearing down the outside walls. The blackest nights came by four o’clock in the afternoon, no streetlights to hold them off. No fairy-lit restaurants to brighten the sky. The harshest winter, snow blocking the track to the lane for a week, breath pluming inside the house even with the heating on. It drove me to bed with an extra duvet after lunch, originally intending to read. But I couldn’t concentrate long enough on anything. My thoughts would always drift off somewhere. I’d come to, in a random chair, with a cold cup of tea in my hands, blankets pooled around my feet. Eventually it became so bad that I didn’t really get out of bed much at all.


I didn’t realise it was Christmas until a few cards turned up. Only four, actually. One from the estate agents that had sold me the house, wishing me health and happiness in my new home. One from the local gardening service, with a handwritten message – ‘We can take care of your holly and your ivy’ – signed by Bob. Whoever he was. And two for the previous owner. The picture on the front, a striped Christmas stocking hanging at the end of the bed, reminded me of our last Christmas together. We’d just started talking about babies again, and I’d wondered how many stockings we might need in the future. As it turns out, none. I’d put the cards in the bin, then felt guilty, took them out and put them in the recycling. Since then, I’d not had a single communication that wasn’t a bill, or a junk flyer. In over nine months.


The stone kitchen floor was cold through my bedsocks and I pulled on a pair of wellingtons that had stood by the back door since I last went out. I couldn’t recall exactly when that was, but I remembered being in the garden one night. The stars had been so bright and numerous I’d found myself underneath them, feeling myself even smaller, wondering if you were out there somewhere. And if you were, what would you say to me? Ridiculous. I must have been drunk. Judging by the number of bottles on the enamel draining board, I’d been getting through quite a bit.


Maybe that’s how I should do it – kill myself, that is – an overdose? I checked the cupboard. Two bottles of wine. Would that be enough? But when I checked the medicine cabinet there was only a pack of Rennie in it and two Nurofen left in a discarded foil. I’d never heard of anyone killing themselves by indigestion remedy, so I had to find another way.


I had no gun. No rope. No razor blades. My legs were as hairy as yours used to be. So I just picked up my car keys and went out. Didn’t bother to lock the front door, might as well make it easy for the people who would have to come in.


The new Audi smelled of leather upholstery as I slid into the driving seat. It started first time, as though it had been waiting for me. Brand new but unloved in the garage; I’d bought it with the insurance from the write-off and could hardly bring myself to look at it. Now, I reversed into the drive and pulled out into the track that led to the lane. It was drizzling, again, and the road shone. I had no real plan in my head. Just a buzzing feeling of energy, that I was finally doing something to end this constant nothingness. Overhanging trees dripped and swayed. There was still mist on the fields. My foot pressed harder on the pedal while my hands felt like they hardly touched the wheel. There were a few miles of curves ahead, countryside bends with high banks draped in wet bracken and fallen branches. I sped through them, taking them generally too fast but already thinking ahead to the long straight at Deppenhall that ended in a tight S-bend and a stone bank. Warning signs lined it, a known danger point, and perfect for today. As I took a right and approached the long stretch, I put my foot down hard and kept it there. The car skidded round the final corner, kicking out slightly at the back, and then the acceleration picked up with a steady momentum. I let my fingers slacken on the steering, eyes fixed on the bank directly in front of me, just a few hundred yards away. No thought in my head. Nothing. Just a breathless feeling of something being in reach. Almost touchable. An end.


My foot pressed to the floor.


And then the deer leapt from the side. A metre from the ground, the white of its eye visible as it crashed into my bonnet on the passenger side with a noise of crunching metal and cracking bones I’d heard before. It ricocheted into the windscreen and smashed it straight through before rebounding off to the verge. In my rear-view mirror I saw its body bounce, twist and break, hit the floor. I slammed my foot on the brake automatically, skidded to a halt before I even realised what I was doing. Leaving the car door wide open, I ran back to the animal lying half on the road, half on the grass, chest heaving, eyes rolled back in pain. God, it was in agony. Grunting came from its narrow, hairy lips. Holding my own face in my hands, I looked up and down the road, for help, for advice, for anyone, but it was empty and quiet. There was nothing except for the tortured breath of the deer and the hum of my engine. I had to get help. Maybe I could take it to the vets? I looked at my watch. Still not even 8a.m., so they wouldn’t be open yet and this poor thing didn’t have much time. I slapped my thighs in frustration, feeling the scream build in my throat. The pain was white in the animal’s eyes and every time I looked at it, I saw your face in the wreckage of our car. Your twisted body, the blood that leaked from your ear and the corner of your mouth. The confusion in your eyes as you tried to make sense of what had happened. I knew then. I had to save the deer.


I recalled a hand-painted sign, about a mile back along the lane, ‘Ginny’s Animal Sanctuary’. It had a picture of a hedgehog on it. Maybe someone there could help. They’d know about animals.


I sprinted to the car and reversed, right up to the deer. I lifted it from behind, grabbing it under its front legs, and it kicked frantically at the back as I lugged it to the car and loaded it into the boot. It wasn’t so big. Just a baby really.


I jumped back in the car. My hands slipped on the wheel and I wiped them bloody on my thighs before turning the Audi round and speeding off. My breath was shuddering noisily as I tried to remember where I’d seen the sign. But then there it was. Nailed to a wooden crossbar gate, already open to a track. I took the turning and drove too fast down a potholed driveway. We bumped to a stop in front of a rundown house surrounded by a vague assortment of barns and outhouses. I breathed out in relief as I saw lights in the kitchen window, somebody moving inside. I banged the horn a few times and jumped out of the car.


By the time the farmhouse door opened, I had the boot open and had managed to drag the animal back onto the gravel, where it writhed blindly. I felt something inside me twisting with realisation. The animal was beyond saving. It was dying in front of my eyes. It felt as though I were breathing through a wet towel.


“For fuck’s sake!” A woman marched towards me, broad-shouldered, booted, wearing some kind of army surplus coat. She dropped to her knees on the wet gravel beside the deer.


“Can you help?” I said and my voice sounded rough, hoarse, I hadn’t spoken for so many days.


“Did you hit it?” she asked, swinging to look at my car, the crumpled bonnet, the smashed glass. I nodded and felt my eyes burn hot. God, it was my fault. Again.


“You should have finished it off,” she said, shaking her head. “Just run over it again.” I stepped back, horrified.


“I couldn’t do that,” I said, and it came out on a shudder.


“Kindest thing sometimes,” she said, standing up. “Cruel to let it suffer.”


She straightened her back, took a deep breath and disappeared back into the farmhouse. A rising horror was making me shake. My hands fluttered beside me pointlessly, nothing to do, no comfort to give. I dropped to my knees where the woman had been and put my hand on the deer’s dappled flank, as though to ease the breath that heaved it up and down. The tufted hair was coarser than I’d imagined, the skin warmer, the fear tangible. Crows’ wings of panic flapped at the corner of my vision, closing in. The animal made a wheezing sound and blood frothed between its teeth. Then, just for a second, its eye widened. A back leg suddenly stretched, shaking against the stone, and as it relaxed again its heart stopped beneath my hand. A last breath left its body with a long sigh.


The woman’s boots crunched towards me again.


“I hate to have to do this,” she said and waved a small black handgun vaguely in my direction.


I managed to stand upright long enough for the woman to shake her head at the corpse, realising it had already gone, and then at me, gun hanging by her side.


Then everything went black.





So, the deer was dead and I was not. I came round with the woman’s boot nudging my hip.


“Come on, then. Can’t be lying around,” she was saying as I opened my eyes, facing directly the unseeing open eyes of the animal on the ground beside me. She hoisted me under the elbow to help me to sit up. I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand, cleared my throat. What an idiot.


“Let’s be having you,” she said and tugged me to standing, where I wondered if my legs would hold me.


“Must have got separated from her mum,” she said, nodding down at the fawn. And to top my embarrassment, I started noisy gulping sobs that took us both by surprise.


Five minutes later, between shuddering breaths, I sipped tea from a china mug with a chipped rim. I sat at her wooden kitchen table, while she mainly ignored me and set about “getting things ready”. Hanging her handgun on a hook on the wall, she busied herself in cupboards that were full to overflowing, making mixes, adding milk to concoctions, all without taking her coat off. There were at least three cats in the room, two tortoiseshells curled on cushions on the window seat, a ginger one leaning on the Aga with its eyes squinted almost shut. A black Labrador sashayed in and out a few times while I drank my tea, prodding me with a cold nose, looking for attention. A radio played somewhere in another room and the house smelled warm and safe, like hay. The tea was the best I’d drunk in a long, long time.


“Just stay here a moment,” the woman said, and fixed me with a look. When she went outside and pulled the door shut behind her, I knew she was off to deal with the deer and I was glad to stay inside, sipping, breathing, sipping again. I was just trying to rinse the ingrained tea stains out of my cup when she came back.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “I should go.” But I didn’t move from the sink.


“Where were you going before? When you hit it?” She nodded towards the drive. I put the chipped mug carefully on the plate rack, keeping my back to her.


“To kill myself,” I said. The dog scratched in the corner and its collar jangled. The radio presenter introduced the next record and the woman behind me sniffed in consideration.


“You could have picked a better day for it,” she finally said and I turned to face her. “The weather’s filthy.” She glanced at the window and flicked a half-smile. My mouth twitched and I had a stupid urge to laugh. I couldn’t read her expression but she held my look.


Her fox-red hair was shot through generously with silver. It was caught up in some kind of loose bun, but curls and twists hung round her face. Freckled and pale, she was broad-cheeked and voluptuous, with deep laugh lines around her eyes. She reminded me of Charlie Dimmock from the TV, garden-lovely, capable and strong.


“Seems like it was meant to be,” she said, as if making up her mind. “I need some help this morning. Got a new resident.” She shoved a box towards me, full of pipettes, plastic tubs and cloths. “Nothing better to do, have you?” she said and again I coughed rather than laugh and shook my head. Maybe I was hysterical.


“Got a hedgehog needs a dressing changed, easier with two pairs of hands.”


When she opened the kitchen door I just followed her, let her lead the way across the courtyard outside to the closest barn, which was separated into stables inside. But it didn’t hold horses. In each stall there was a different animal. An Alsatian dog padded about.


“That’s Cleo. She’s mine,” the woman said. “Just got lucky, didn’t you girl,” she went on, scratching the dog’s head. “Had a visit from the local stud dog. Litter due in a few weeks.” I noticed the slightly rounded underbelly, felt the immediate tug in my own, shut my eyes and moved on.


The second stall had been fenced off and had a wire lid on it, making it essentially a small crate. A cat crouched at the back, making a low growling noise.


“She’s feral,” the woman said. “I call her Madcap. She’s got a torn cruciate ligament, so she just needs to be kept in for four to six weeks to let it heal. Much to her disgust.” On cue, the cat spat towards us and bristled its back into a perfect arch.


“Ah, fuck off yourself, I’m only trying to help,” the woman said, with a little chuckle.


The third stall was crammed with a terrace of hutches, rabbits twitching noses at me through the cages.


“Five rabbits currently,” the woman said. “Dog attacks, one rat-trap victim, one a car clip.”


She carried on to the back wall, which was lined haphazardly with cages and boxes on top of each other. No two containers were the same, and the different sizes and shapes made it look like a crazy-paving block of flats.


“Hedgehogs,” she said. “Trying to get them sorted in time for them to hibernate.”


I drifted towards the cages, peered in. A spiky ball was curled at the back, expanding and contracting with each breath, oblivious to us.


“When’s that?” I said, voice still gruff.


“Middle of November.”


She moved next to me, checking in each of the cages as she spoke.


“Here,” she said, passing me a flask out of her box. “Top up the water for those two.” She nodded at the end cages, balanced one on top of the other. She opened another cage and forked cat food into the small, plastic feeding bowl, then closed the catch and started on the next one.


I opened my cage quietly so as not to frighten the hedgehog, but it didn’t startle. In fact I had to gently shove the snoring creature away from the water bowl to pour a few glugs from my bottle.


The second hog was bigger, rounded, but again didn’t mind me helping. I wished they were soft enough to stroke.


The woman nudged me out of the way with an elbow and forked food into their bowls, scraping out the bottom of the Valu cat-food tin, which smelled terrible.


“Right, on to Al Pacino,” she said, opening the last of the shanty hutches and lifting out a small hedgehog who balled immediately between her gloved hands. He had a dressing down one whole side of his body, the white bandage looking like it had seen better days.


“Strimmer,” she explained. “Very close call. He’s been stitched back together but he’ll have a good scar. Especially on his face.”


“Aha.” I said, deadpan. “Al Pacino. Scarface.”


The woman shot a look at my own stitched-together face to check whether I found it funny or not, or to work out what to say next. For one second she looked self-conscious, but then she just changed the subject entirely. Like everyone always does.


“You hold him. I’ll change the dressings.”


I put my hands towards her but she snorted. “There’s gloves in the box.”


It only took a few minutes. I held him gently but firmly, as instructed. She chattered – to the hoglet – the whole time about how well he was doing. How he could soon go back to the garden and woo the women with his rugged good looks. Then he was popped, a bit shell-shocked but clean and well, back in his cage.


“Thanks,” she said.


I straightened. My job was apparently done. Did I have to go? My stomach tugged at the thought of having to go back to The Nook and be on my own. Nothing to do but drift between rooms, or bed and chair, and alternate between drinking tea and wine. Although I didn’t want that, I didn’t think I wanted to kill myself any more either. I pressed my lips together, waited. She was watching me.


“Field crew next,” she said, walking towards the barn door, and I let my breath out slowly.


The next hour was like free therapy. An old polo pony that had been abandoned stood stoic near the hay bag, waiting silently. It had the softest muzzle – but the hardest kick, she warned as she steered me away from its back end. Three sheep that had been mauled by dogs baa-ed as she came near. A goat with eyes that freaked me out, ghost-like, off-centre, jumped up on a tree stump to bleat a welcome. And I followed her, doing as she instructed and watching her work. I filled food bowls, sluiced out water buckets, forked up dung and threw it in a wheelbarrow. And I talked. Falteringly at first, but then with a torrent of words. She didn’t ask me anything, not even about what I looked like. And I did look a sight. All she wondered was why I’d chosen today to kill myself. So I told her about the yawning chasm of winter ahead and how I couldn’t see my way through it. How I was so lonely I wanted someone to talk to. But how I was so depressed I had nothing to say.


Finally, I told her about you. How much I missed you, every hour of every day, and the future we could have had. How when you died, all my dreams did too, of being a wife and a mother, and I didn’t speak for a week. How you’d always looked after me, emotionally, financially, everything, so that now I felt like I had no walls around me. Nothing to hold me together. I told her how I’d lost everything I wanted and had loads of what I didn’t need.


She listened as she stroked, cleaned out, dosed and fed. It meant she was hardly looking at me and I could say anything, as though she was actually deaf. I talked until my voice was clear and then until it sounded hoarse again. By the time we reached the front gate and she propped up a sign saying ‘Open, Visitors Welcome’, I’d told her everything, almost.


“Sounds like a shitstorm,” she said, lifting the lid on a box marked ‘Donations’ and picking out a few coins. She shook them in her palm.


“One pound twenty-three.” She shrugged. “And they say Britain is a nation of animal lovers.” There were also a few tins of cat food and a small bag of dog biscuits, which she put in her box.


“Right,” she said as if to go, and my guts hollowed out.


My legs ached from walking around the fields, my joggers were wet and my fingernails were black, but for the first time in a long time I felt something. Not happy. Not hopeful. But just something other than nothing. I didn’t want it to end.


The woman sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. A good amount of her hair was now down and her cheeks were pink. She looked like a windy walk.


“I’m Ginny,” she said and I nodded.


“Kat,” I said and tried a smile, but it slipped off. I wasn’t used to people looking at me.


“Why don’t you come back tomorrow?” she said.


And so it began.





The phone shrilled through the house in the navy haze of the early hours and had me sitting up before I was awake. A night-time phone call meant trouble and my blood was banging as I answered. It was Ginny and she needed me. Cleo was trying to whelp the pups and things were not going to plan. I pulled on my jeans and jumper, these days folded neatly on the chair from the night before. Grabbing my coat and car keys from the hook, I was out of the house in two minutes flat.


Hollow Farm had become a sanctuary for me, as well as the animals, over the past couple of months. I’d arrive early for the first feeding round and then stay and “make myself useful”, as Ginny said, for the rest of the day. I got used to my part in the routines, cleaning out, feeding, watering, while Ginny mended fences, made cages, created another ramshackle home for a new guest. The animals came in from everywhere, all wild, injured, lost or malnourished. In the afternoons I kept an eye on Cleo, who got bigger every day. I gasped the first time I felt a kick from inside her, more of a wriggle, as the pups moved around. It was the highlight of my day to sit with her and lay my hand on her tummy as she slept. Feeling the life inside her as it grew stronger and more active made my eyes water. I wouldn’t let her, or Ginny, down now.


“Over here,” Ginny said when I ran into the barn. She was kneeling next to Cleo’s birthing box. We’d made it a week ago and Cleo had slept in it the last few nights, preparing her space. It was warm, insulated from the cold barn floor with newspapers, and padded with folded blankets and towels. But Cleo looked anything but comfortable now. She was anxious, moving side to side, tail between her legs. Beside her lay three mewling, writhing puppies, cleaned and healthy, but she was distracted, awaiting something else. Even as I watched, her stomach moved inside, alien, alive. More pups to come.


“Nothing’s coming down even though she’s contracting,” Ginny said.


“Have you tried the vet?” I asked as I knelt beside her, knowing that someone called Jim helped voluntarily when he could.


“Out on calls,” she said, pushing her hair off her face.


Cleo began to pant heavily.


“Fuck,” Ginny said. “Something’s definitely wrong. It’s been more than two hours since the last pup.” She eased her iPhone out of her back pocket and wiped her hands on her thighs.


“How often should they come?” I asked.


“Quicker than this,” she said, pressing the home key so that the screen lit up.


Cleo whined and started to pant again. Her paws looked giant and dangerous next to the puppies on the floor. I put out a hand automatically, felt the hot damp skin of one of the newborns and pushed it back against the side of the box, out of harm’s way. Then I did the same for the other two, amazed at the feel of their coats, sleek as seals. Ginny was tapping at her phone, scrolling down a list of videos, before clicking on one and then tilting the phone towards me so I could see too.


“Think she’s got one stuck,” she said. Sure enough, Cleo chose that moment to turn in the bed and we could see a pair of tiny legs in a sac extended out of her birth canal, which was distended but still. I cringed.


The video took a couple of minutes to watch, minutes I wasn’t sure Cleo – or the pup – had. Afterwards, Ginny tossed the phone onto a bale of straw and reached into the bucket in the corner, washing her hands and liberally soaping them up.


“Hold her collar,” she said, “so I can get to her back end.” I stood and reached for Cleo, but she growled and backed away. Ginny and I flashed a look at each other. The dog was normally so gentle, despite her size. I put a hand out towards her again, palm up. She raised her hackles just once, but that was enough for me. I shook my head.


“I’ll hold her. You’ll have to do it,” Ginny said, and nodded towards the bucket of water. I was halfway through washing my hands before I even wondered what the hell I was doing. I’d just watched a video on puppy birth but that didn’t make me a vet.


Ginny didn’t hesitate, though. She approached Cleo as normal and Cleo accepted her, licking her fingers and allowing her to take a hold of her collar. I took a deep breath and went to the other end. The little legs hanging down were impossibly small. And still. That was what finally spurred me into action. If I didn’t do anything the pup might die. And so might Cleo. I’d had enough of death to last me a lifetime.


I tried to catch the legs in my hand. They slipped through the first time, slick with amniotic fluid and blood. The second time I got a grip, as firmly as I could without hurting those tiny bones. Cleo whined and tried to pull away from me but Ginny held her, whispering to her low and loving.


I pulled once and my stomach lurched. Nothing happened.


“Pull slightly outwards – and down,” Ginny instructed, repeating the words from the film.


I tried again, equally horrified and amazed as the puppy started to move down. Cleo panted, mouth wide. The tiny body, encased in its sac, began to appear, inch by inch. The head slipped out last, eyes stuck shut. I held it bloody in my hands. Warm, wet, alive. Its cord hung behind it, afterbirth still attached. I couldn’t believe I was actually holding that stuff.


Ginny took over. Leaving Cleo with a “good girl” and reaching for the puppy, she cleared its mouth and nose with rough hands and then rubbed it briskly. It flicked side to side like a rag doll. Ginny scrubbed at it again and its head rolled. Cleo whined, a desperate sound, and I felt like echoing her. This couldn’t be it.


I pushed myself to my feet and took the body from Ginny’s hands. I laid it belly-up in my own palm, as in the video, and secured its head between my thumb and forefinger. Holding it in position with my other hand, I lifted the pup to head height and then swung my hands down between my knees. I did it three times, with real momentum, before I let myself look.


This time it opened its mouth and took a breath and I felt like crying. I brought it to my chest and held it to me. My heart was pounding. We’d done it. She was alive.


A moment later Cleo was roughly licking her newborn, head to tail, getting its blood pumping, its pulse beating, then tucking it in with the rest of the litter. Until another pup came, this time without complication, and another. And finally an eighth, just before dawn.


“Thank God for Google,” Ginny said, leaning back against the stable partition, legs out in front of her on the floor. “Has the answer to everything.”


“Almost everything,” I thought as I moved to lean next to her, watching the new mother tend to her babies. My eyes burned. It was beautiful.


Ginny pulled a hip flask out of her jacket pocket and took a swig before passing it over. Whisky. Which I normally hated, but that night it was perfect, earthy and strong.


We’d never had a drink together before. It had been tea until then. Ginny with her three sugars and me with none.


The puppies had found their mother’s teats. They suckled ferociously, taking their first milk. Cleo lay patiently. She had just struggled for hours, had nearly died herself, yet she was still content to feed. I felt the old tug deep inside me, resurrecting itself after all those months. The pull of babies. One of my own.


“So amazing,” I said and Ginny passed me the whisky again.


“Nature at its best,” she said.


“Have you got kids?” I asked, conscious it was more personal than our normal chats. But she’d once referred to someone as her “old man”, another time as “Fuckface”, so I thought she’d been married sometime before, although he certainly wasn’t around now. And she was old enough to have had some kids early and for them to have already left home.


“I prefer animals,” she said with a lopsided smile. “You can rely on them.”


The puppies were sleeping now. Cleo checked them with her nose, nudging, licking. It made my arms ache with wanting to hold one.


“Literally,” I said, “you’ve never had the urge?” I was genuinely interested.


She shook her head and swigged.


“Nope. Never had what you might call a good ‘family example’. My dad was nothing more than a one-night stand and my mum couldn’t cope.”


“That’s hard,” I said. “I was lucky with my mum. She was the best. But she died when I was seven.”


“Mine didn’t die. She just left me at social services when I was four.”


I gulped. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that my mum would only ever have left me through death. “Christ. How do you feel about that?”


She swigged again. Longer this time.


“Just wish she’d done it when I was younger. Before I could remember it.”


The horror of that took my words away for a moment. The idea of it. “It certainly gave me some reasons to hate myself when I got older.” She pushed her sleeve up and showed me the soft blue white of her inner forearm. It was a criss-cross of old scars, wrist to elbow. Something inside me swelled. Ginny had scars too, just not quite as visible as mine. I reached a hand over and pressed it on her arm before taking the flask, swallowing a big shot and handing it back.


“Do you get lonely?” I said eventually. “Out here on your own?”


She shrugged and glanced at the stalls.


“Sometimes. I mean, they’re not the best conversationalists.”


“You’re welcome to come round to me any time,” I said, suddenly. We’d never met anywhere apart from the sanctuary, but I wanted to give her what she was giving me. Company. Friendship. Purpose.


“Thanks,” she said with a smile, saluting the hip flask in my direction. She swigged and passed it over. The whisky scorched right to my gut. “Anyway, so no kids for me. You?”


So many things I could say. Yes I have the urge. Yes, I’ve felt it for years. Yes, I wanted a baby with you so badly it hurt. So badly that it changed my life, and yours. But all I could do was answer with the truth. One of my blackest truths. One of my secrets.


“I can’t have children,” I said. “Ever.”
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The early days of baby-making were so exciting. We were just married, so confident – so fucking idiotic looking back at it now. You and I with big shit-eating, hopeful smiles on our faces every time we had sex.


It was easy to convince you we should try for a baby right away. I didn’t even have to twist your arm. Lots of happy, giggly lovemaking, followed by spooning and “what if that’s it?” conversations. So when I got my period as usual after that first month of “trying”, it was a bit of a bloody shock. Literally.


I couldn’t quite believe that it hadn’t worked. We agreed that it would have been “really unusual” for it to happen straight away, but secretly I was pretty confused. I wanted this to happen so much, my body must know that, right? What the hell was it playing at? I was slim, late twenties, fit (ish). I should be at my peak baby-making game, shouldn’t I?


Second and third months had me turning to Google. My iPhone was permanently searching “how to get pregnant” or “top tips to conceive”. I read forum threads, doctors’ columns, NHS advice. I trawled through women’s personal stories to find the one tip that might make the difference for us. I started counting the days of my cycle and making sure we had lots of “good” sex around days twelve to fourteen. And by “good” sex, I didn’t mean the type that left me pink-cheeked and exhausted. I meant the type where you hadn’t ejaculated for forty-eight hours before and so there was a good supply of quality sperm, as advised on a mums’ forum. I stopped spooning afterwards too. Instead, I’d turn and put my legs up the wall, trying to give everything the best chance of going in the right direction. You thought that was pretty funny, but I just laughed along. I knew what I was doing.


Month four, I started taking my temperature every morning, keeping a little pencil and chart on the bedside table. “Basal body-temperature monitoring”, which would help me spot when I was ovulating, so that I could time our sex more precisely. I had to stay really still in bed on waking, a conception column told me, and take my temperature before I did anything else. No running to the loo for a morning wee. No cuddles with my husband, and definitely no taking care of your morning glory, much to your disappointment. No activity whatsoever before taking the temperature and writing it down. I pored over the charts for a tiny dip that meant I was about to ovulate, or a rise that meant that I had already ovulated. Sometimes I missed the dip – it could be less than one degree sometimes – and only knew when ovulation had already happened. Then I’d be kicking myself, as the egg only lasts about twenty-four hours and it was a race to get sperm to it quick enough. One time, you were away with the boys and I knew the window would be closed by the time you got back. I actually considered taking the train to Manchester for a late-night booty call. I should say late-night “baby call”. But when I rang you to suggest it, you’d already been out with your friends and had sunk far too many beers to have any quality product left for me, so I didn’t bother. I went to bed and cried myself to sleep instead.


Anyway, whatever I did, none of it seemed to work. My periods just kept coming. Regular as clockwork. I went to my GP.


“You’re young, you’re healthy,” she said. “Give it time. We normally allow a year before we do any investigations at all.”


“Good things come to those who wait,” I said, remembering my mum’s advice.


“Exactly,” the GP said, with the smile of a woman who popped kids out without a problem, judging by the framed photo on her desk. I wanted to slam the door on the way out, but clicked it quietly shut.


I went back to Google. I cut out alcohol almost completely. I decided I should get fitter, but then agonised over which form of exercise I should take up. Something that wouldn’t harm the baby if I was, actually, already pregnant. I eventually decided on swimming but then found that pools were like magnets for pregnant women. Rounded bumps of various sizes straining against swimming costumes or even sometimes spilling out of the gap between tankini top and bottom. I couldn’t take my eyes off them and, as a result, hated my flat stomach. I wanted it to fill my hands, push out, beat with a heart. But it didn’t.


You were much more chilled about it than me. But you didn’t have the same need. You’d say things like “Just means we get to have more fun trying,” which made me smile in the beginning, but after about eight months it just set my teeth on edge. I didn’t want to keep trying. I wanted a baby. Without you knowing, I ran your baths slightly cooler, for healthier semen, and made you snack packs with Brazil nuts. I bought you some nice loose-fitting underwear in cotton, to stop your own nuts boiling. If you suspected, you never said a thing.


At any time of any month, I could have told you when our baby would be due if I got pregnant NOW. I persuaded myself that a spring baby was best, or a summer baby would be easier, or that an autumn baby would be oldest in the school year and therefore have an academic advantage for life.


I planned lives for us with a son – football on Saturday morning, or rugby on a Sunday. George, or William potentially, would be sporty. The alternative life with a daughter, May or Charlotte, would be similar but different. Lacrosse or netball maybe. But still home for hot chocolate and crumpets. A Disney film later on. Maybe, a glass of wine for you and me while she/he was absorbed in Aladdin. I could see it all.


I just couldn’t get it to actually happen. My year of “trying without investigation” was just about up and I booked another GP slot. The system was slow, appointments seemed to take forever to book and arrive, and my period always came.


But then October came and I started to feel different, slightly bloated in my belly, wanting to wee a lot. I hardly dared hope. All month I touched wood, saluted magpies and spat if I saw a black cat, which was quite often as we had one next door. I googled all my symptoms and they all said, yes, they could be early signs of pregnancy. Or they might be something else entirely. I read about the other early symptoms and tested myself rigorously against them. Did I have sore breasts? I held them. Not really. Squeezed them. Maybe a touch tender? Did I have a metallic taste in my mouth like I’d sucked a two-pence piece? Hmm, the more I thought about it, I convinced myself maybe it wasn’t last night’s curry. I even bought a pregnancy test, after researching the best brands, to be ready for the day I was due my period. I hid it in my knicker drawer to surprise you with.


But my period beat me to it. The blood came, heavy, clot-like this time and with quite a lot of pain. I curled on the bed and I let go, cried and ranted and threw things, but none of it made me feel any better. I hated my body, I hated myself. I was a failure. You held me, made me tea, wiped my cheeks. You were nothing but kind and gentle and loving. And useless.


Unfortunately, the pain didn’t go, even when my period had stopped. Stupidly, I still didn’t think anything was wrong. It was the smug GP, the one with the clutch of blond kids at home, who said she wanted to do some further investigations – a scan and some internals – to understand what might be happening. The hospital appointments were made, and attended. New tests were ordered, and conducted. All the while, we carried on with our baby-making efforts. Legs up the wall. Lots of warming foods. Chinese herbs and a spot of acupuncture. For fuck’s sake.


It was all for nothing.


The tests came back and you and I sat side by side in the GP’s office. I noticed she’d turned her family photograph slightly away and was glad I didn’t have to see the chubby smiles, the missing teeth.


“Seems like we do have a problem,” she said and I felt you shift in your seat.


“Fibroids,” she went on. For some reason I imagined fleshy asteroids inside me.


“They’re large, grapefruit-sized, two of them.” I put my hand against my stomach, stupefied. Why couldn’t I feel something that big in there? What else could be in there without me knowing it?


“The biopsy we’ve done shows that they are not cancerous.”


I breathed out. Not cancerous. Not cancerous.


“However, any benign growths of this size give us serious concern that the next growth could be malignant. We need to remove them as soon as possible.” She was still talking. “The location of the fibroids mean it is a major procedure.” She was already scanning a portal, looking at a calendar. You reached over for my hand, held it in your own. We still didn’t understand. Then she said it. The words that changed my life completely.


“It means we have to remove your womb,” she said, and her eyes found mine. “It will be a full hysterectomy.”





Ginny was a godsend, truth be told. The sanctuary filled my days, and knackered me out for the evenings. I can’t say I was loving life, but I was living it again.


I walked the short-cut across the valley now in the mornings, crunching frost under my boots. I’d feed, clean, water until noon. In the quiet of the afternoons I stayed and answered the phone to any enquiries, painted new and better signs for the gate. Ginny would be off checking the beehives she kept on neighbouring properties and nearby farms, her “honey homes”. The variety of locations gave her a range of different honey as the bees collected pollens from different plants. The thicker honey came from the rape fields, the scented from the lavender farm. She kept the landowners sweet with a personal supply of jars in return for a corner of their fields. If she wasn’t out and about, she’d spend the afternoons in her pottery, a small brick-built studio next to the barn, which she said was her “bread and butter”.


“The sanctuary doesn’t run on fresh air.” She shrugged. “Or dog shit, for that matter,” she said one day as she pulled a dog-poo bag, tied and full, from the donations box at the gate.


She’d stay for hours at her potter’s wheel, hunched and absorbed, creating mugs and plates, jugs and fruit bowls ready for firing and glazing. Every batch was delivered to Barnham for sale in the craft shop. She also sold honey and beeswax beauty products through the farm shop. “Every little helps,” she would say, with a false smile, like a Tesco advert.


I walked back to The Nook in the late afternoons, cheeks red as apples, and spent the rest of the evening painting walls, stripping wallpaper, sanding floors. I worked up an appetite, so I stocked the cupboards again: soups, broths, beans and bread. Something quick to heat and eat, sat in front of the TV, fire burning brightly in the grate. When I was tired, I went to bed and slept like someone who’d been physical all day in the fresh air. The simple routines were holding me together. I did laundry and had a selection of clean clothes to put on. I no longer wore my PJs as a base layer. Although, considering how much effort Ginny put into her own appearance, I really needn’t have bothered. She rocked her army surplus chic and quite often wore straw in her hair.


I felt like I was on a recovery programme. As long as Ginny was happy to have me, I was happy to be there. The sanctuary gave me a reason to get up in the morning.


And then Ginny gave me another one.


It was a Thursday when the pups turned six weeks old. Five dogs, three bitches, black and tan bundles of fluff. Cleo had almost tired of their demands and needed regular breaks from them now. I played with them in the afternoons so that she could rest, and the look in her eye when I arrived always said, “Thank fuck for that.” They were boisterous, bouncy and hilarious. Their feet were huge and they bounded and bundled and fell. You couldn’t help but laugh at them.


I didn’t know the plan for them, but I’d assumed that when the time came, we’d advertise them at the farm shop. I’d seen Ginny scanning the noticeboard there to “check out the competition”. So when the police van pulled into the drive and a man and woman got out in uniform, panic grabbed my chest with a fist and squeezed. It was like déjà vu. I could hear my own breath as they shut the van doors and straightened their jackets.
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