

Chapter 1

Jude

WEDNESDAY

To Jude, the school run is like Pamplona’s running of the bulls; to survive you need tenacity, speed and balls of steel. The faster she navigates the groups of parents that crowd the street outside St Helena’s Primary School, the sooner she drops Betsy off in the playground, and the less likely she is to be charged by the terrifying school mum clique. She’s seen them watching her from the gates, the slow eye-sweeps, the analysis, the judgement. Whilst Betsy may have made friends in the five weeks since she started Year 5, Jude’s kept her head down. She’d rather unblock a toilet than make small talk at the school gates. It’s not that she’s antisocial, she just hasn’t got time for that particular kind of shit.

‘Milly! Milly!’ Betsy abandons her hand and speeds across the playground in the direction of a small, curly-haired girl with wide-set eyes.

Jude follows, shrugging off her daughter’s backpack.

‘I’ve been invited to Eloise’s party,’ Milly says proudly. She clutches Betsy’s arm. ‘You’ve been invited too!’

As Betsy jumps up and down, Jude glances around in search of a tall, broad man with closely cropped hair and a brooding expression. Will Ledger, Milly’s father and St Helena’s answer to Tom Hardy, is the one parent she has got to know since Betsy started school. Her friendship with the history of art lecturer, and the only single dad (as far as she knows), began tentatively. Forced to make small talk as their daughters ran around the local play park, Will was taciturn while Jude filled the awkward silences with inane facts, random observations, and meandering stories. She was pretty certain that, if their daughters hadn’t become best friends, Will would have avoided her. Instead, he tolerated their initial interaction, nodding and shaking his head in all the right places. Well, almost all the right places. When she’d described, in dramatic detail, the funeral she’d held for Betsy’s deceased hamster he’d started laughing.

Delighted to have found a chink in his socially awkward armour she told him another funny story. He laughed again, then batted back a silly story of his own. How that led to them sleeping together three weeks later she wasn’t entirely sure. Booze and proximity – chatting on her sofa as their daughters snoozed upstairs on a sleepover – certainly helped. Half an hour later – sweaty, flushed and awkward – Will kissed her chastely on her cheek and muttered something about needing to get home. His body language spoke volumes – let us never speak of this again – and, equally mortified, Jude inwardly agreed.

‘Is your dad not here?’ she asks Milly.

‘He’s gone home. He forgot to bring my violin.’

‘Your dad did, or you did?’

‘He did!’ The indignation on Milly’s face makes Jude smile. Oh to be nine years old again and have someone else to blame for everything that goes wrong in your life.

‘Well, I hope he turns up soon.’ She bends to kiss Betsy on the cheek, then hands her her bag. ‘I need to get going. I’ve got a Zoom in …’ She checks her watch and swears under her breath. If she jogs home she might just make it on time but, considering she hasn’t run at speed since Betsy made a break for freedom at a train station when she was two, she’s going to have to settle for a fast walk.

‘Love you!’ She squeezes her daughter’s shoulder, then sets off at a trot, weaving between parents, children, scooters and prams as she squeezes her way through the gates. She rounds the corner onto the pavement, mentally rehearsing the presentation she put together last night, then stops abruptly as someone taps on her shoulder.

‘Sorry, Jude, didn’t mean to startle you.’ A tall, slim blonde, head to toe in gym kit, looks her up and down. ‘It is Jude isn’t it? I’m Victoria. Victoria Routledge, Sophia’s mum.’

Jude holds out a hand, only for it to be crushed against her body as Victoria gathers her into a hug that feels like being gored by a bull. She peers over Victoria’s shoulder and spots the rest of the clique watching from the pavement, sniffing the air, sensing blood.

‘I’m surprised you know my name,’ she says as Victoria finally releases her.

It’s almost terrifying, the way the other woman’s smile appears, like there’s a light switch on her back.

‘I know everyone’s name,’ Victoria says breezily. ‘I see it as part of my role, being head of the PTA. Talking of which. Are you coming to the meeting tonight?’

‘Depends if you can catch me.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Victoria blinks at her. Back in Fairford, Jude’s friends would have laughed.

‘I said … Oh screw it … yes, fine, I’ll be there if I can.’

‘Wonderful! I’ll see you tonight then. It’s at 6 p.m., school hall.’

Before Jude can respond Victoria spins away, having spotted her next victim in the crowd of scurrying mothers. Jude watches her go, too stunned to care that she’s now got just five minutes to get home in time for her meeting. Sod jogging, she needs to learn how to fly.

It is the sound of a scooter crashing to the ground – the clanging bell of metal on concrete – that makes her whirl around. At first, she thinks the two writhing, shifting shapes at the end of the street are children, then realises her mistake. These aren’t Year 6 children, scrapping before the school bell rings – they’re men. One, standing, is in his twenties; the other, lying on the pavement, is in his early forties. It’s like a scene from a film – parents and children frozen, the only movement the pounding of the younger man’s fist into the curled body of the older man. Jude catches a glimpse of closely cropped hair, a tweed waistcoat, and a violin case in the road and starts to run.

She’s only vaguely aware of the other parents gawping at her as she sprints through them, shouting, ‘Stop! Stop!’

Startled by the commotion, the shouting, or possibly the insane expression on her face, the younger man jumps back from Will, grabs his e-scooter, and takes off. Two of the dads drift closer, regaining their bravery now the attacker has fled, but it’s Jude Will looks at as she crouches over him.

‘I’m fine.’ There’s a tightness to his voice that she hasn’t heard before. He’s pale with shock, a bruise blooming on one of his cheekbones and his bottom lip is split. Shame radiates off him like heat as the other parents watch like he’s a science experiment, about to explode.

Jude glares at them. ‘You can stop staring and fuck off now!’

There’s a sharp intake of breath and one of the dads mutters, ‘Charming,’ as he swerves around them, dragging his offspring in his wake.

‘The violin.’ Will groans as he tries to sit up, one hand groping for the case. ‘I’ve got to—’

‘Don’t worry about that right now.’ Jude moves to pick him up but he shakes his head and, groaning, gets to his feet. Sensing the drama is over, the other parents – who aren’t comforting their traumatised children – drift in the direction of home, or the school.

‘I could take it to Milly.’ A woman in a multicoloured scarf, and her hair in plaits, steps into the road. ‘Harper and Henry are in the same class.’

An objection forms in Jude’s mind – oh look, another middle-class do-gooder who only steps in when the danger has passed – but there’s something in the other woman’s expression that makes her pause. She looks tired and kind and there’s no curiosity in her eyes, just concern. Will must see it too because he says, ‘Thank you. I’d appreciate that … I’m sorry, I don’t know your name. With ninety kids in the year it’s a lot to—’

‘Sorrell.’ She bends to pick up the violin case, then glances back towards the pavement, where her three children – two school-aged and a toddler in a buggy – are growing restless. ‘That was very brave,’ she gives Jude an earnest nod, ‘what you just did.’

Jude shrugs awkwardly. ‘It wasn’t anything.’ She waits until Sorrell has gathered her children and headed towards the gates, then turns to Will.

‘I haven’t got my car but I could walk you back home. Or I could help you to mine and then drive you to hospital.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ His tone’s softened now. The shock’s worn off and he looks exhausted.

‘You might have a head injury.’

‘The only thing that’s hurt is my pride. He came out of nowhere. I didn’t have chance to fight b—’

‘Don’t do that. The guy was a psycho.’

Other than the split lip and swollen cheek she can’t see any serious injuries, although he’ll probably be a riot of bruises by the end of the day. ‘Are you letting me walk you home or not? That’s not a question by the way. I’m letting you think you have a choice.’

‘Fine. Back to mine, no hospital.’ He takes tentative steps until they reach the end of the street.

‘You all right?’ Jude asks as he draws to a halt and looks up and down the main road.

‘Yeah, just …’ He tails off and keeps walking, but she knows why he paused. He wanted to make sure his attacker wasn’t lying in wait.

They continue on to the traffic lights, and the school gate clique who’ve gathered on a patch of grass nearby, Victoria in the middle, holding court. They fall silent as Jude and Will pass them.

‘He deserved that.’ Victoria’s voice rings out clear and sharp as Jude and Will cross the road. Then, in a pitchy tone that almost hints at fear: ‘You can deny it, but we all know what you did.’




Chapter 2

Victoria

WEDNESDAY

Victoria was as shocked as the other parents when the fight broke out by the school gates. Her primary concern was for the children – school-aged and younger – who were witnessing violence, probably for the first time, in an environment that should have been safe. Her secondary concern was for the man on the ground, curled up in a ball. But when she realised who was being attacked her fear vanished. She was witnessing karma kick someone’s arse, literally, in Will Ledger’s case and, from the expression on her friends’ faces, she was sure she wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

She’d never trusted him, not from the moment she laid eyes on him when their children started Reception, five years earlier. Jude was a fool to run and comfort him. She needed warning about the company she kept.

Now, as Victoria parks up in the driveway of her detached four-bedroomed Georgian house, her heart leaps. Grade II listed, it’s the home of her dreams. She adored it the moment she saw it listed on Rightmove ten years earlier, then fell in love with it the moment she walked through the door. It was run-down, rotten and unloved but with its large room sizes, and even larger grounds, she could see its potential. Unusually, Andy could too and they’d walked through it, pointing, commentating, tapping and touching. It was a home they’d fill with children and laughter, a project to work on together, the ideal place to start their married life.

Her mood sours as she spots Andy’s car outside her beloved house, and when she turns the front door handle it swings open. She bloody told him to call before he comes round. It’s not his home anymore; he can’t just waltz in when he wants.

‘Andy!’ The word has a sharp snap to it as she takes off her shoes. There’s no reply but she can hear the floorboards creaking overhead. He’s in her bloody bedroom, probably going through her drawers, looking for something – anything – that will get the judge on his side.

‘Andy!’ She speeds up the stairs and flings open the door to her room. ‘What—’ she stares in horror at the mound of clothing on the bed and floor ‘—the hell do you think you’re doing?’

Her husband, his back to her, ignores her, and continues to sort through the pile. It’s exactly the kind of infuriating behaviour that led to the breakdown of their marriage – Andy does what he wants, when he wants, and to hell with her feelings. Compartmentalising his feelings, acting with authority and decisively leading a team might be great qualities for a detective inspector, but it made him the worst kind of husband. Victoria rounds the bed so she’s directly facing him and lunges at the pile of clothes, gathering them towards her. Andy snorts with irritation, then straightens up.

‘I was looking through those.’

‘For what? You’re not to take anything from my house without agreement.’

‘Your house?’ He laughs drily. ‘That’s for the court to decide.’

It’s a battle that’s been raging ever since their first couples counselling session. Andy – arms crossed, sullen-faced – answered the counsellor’s question: ‘Am I right in thinking that you don’t really want to be here?’ with a curt nod. ‘Victoria doesn’t want to save this marriage. She’s trying to save the house.’

The accusation had stung. How dare he imply that the house was more important to her than their children. Their happiness, their stability, their self-esteem and self-worth; that was what mattered more to her than anything else. The house was a bonus. The only trouble was, even with help from her parents, she was still a hundred thousand pounds short of the sum she’d need to buy him out and, with Andy also scrabbling around to find the money to buy her out, it was quickly becoming a case of ‘whoever finds the money first gets the house’.

‘Tell me what you’re looking for,’ she says now.

‘My dress shirt and my black bow tie.’ The glare he gives her from across the bed is pure irritation. ‘There’s a function tonight and—’ He breaks off and looks at his watch. ‘What are you doing back at this time anyway? Shouldn’t you be out torturing someone?’

She gives him a long look. ‘I could say the same to you.’

‘Fuck off, Vic.’

Inwardly she smirks. If he wants to trade blows he shouldn’t do it with someone who knows how to hit where it hurts.

‘My client cancelled,’ she says, feigning indifference when the truth is she feels a bit sick. The client didn’t just cancel their session, they cancelled full stop, telling her they’d decided to sign up for Peloton instead. Two sessions a week, four times a month. That’s £480 she’s going to be short. The only way she’s going to be able to fill the shortfall in her income is if she jumps onto social media and drums up some trade. Instead, she’s having to deal with her soon-to-be ex-husband and the mess he’s made of her life.

‘Your bow tie’s in your sock drawer,’ she says curtly, ‘and you threw your dress shirt away because it was stained with red wine.’

Andy’s lips part in objection and Victoria raises her eyebrows, waiting for him to accuse her of lying, but his mouth snaps shut and, without so much as a thank you, he yanks open his sock drawer, roots around and yanks out his bow tie.

‘Bye then!’ she calls after him as he stalks out of the bedroom. ‘Thanks for your help, Victoria! I’ll tidy up the mess I made, Victoria!’

He doesn’t reply and, as the stairs creak under his weight, she runs after him. How dare he just waltz into her home and waltz out. She’s not his maid or his PA.

‘If you did your job properly two years ago,’ she calls after him as he reaches the bottom of the stairs, ‘there wouldn’t be traumatised children crying at school.’

Andy continues to head for the front door then, as Victoria readies herself to shout something else, he pauses and turns back.

‘What the fuck are you on about?’ The words ‘you mad bitch’ are implied, but not said.

She grips the banister and looks down at him. He seems so small and insignificant, so scruffy and unkempt. She can’t believe she ever looked up to him, as a policeman, a husband, or a man.

‘Someone beat up Will Ledger outside the school gates this morning. If you were a better detective he’d be in prison now, but no, you didn’t have enough evidence to convince the CPS to charge him with—’

‘You sound frustrated,’ Andy cuts her off. ‘Why don’t you do a jumping jack and calm the fuck down?’

He flicks his middle finger at her then, before she can respond, slips out the front door.




Chapter 3

Sorrell

WEDNESDAY

With the twins deposited at school, and Scout dropped off at nursery, Sorrell heads home. She smells burning the moment she opens the unlocked front door.

‘Finnley!’ She sprints into the kitchen where black smoke is billowing from a saucepan. Eyes stinging, she turns off the gas, grabs the saucepan’s handle with a tea towel, opens the garden door and dumps it on the patio.

‘Finnley!’ She takes the stairs two at a time, stomach hollowed with fear. Where is he? He wouldn’t have left a saucepan on the hob and just gone out.

I don’t want to be here anymore. The phrase haunts her.

She searches the top floor of the house. She’s terrified, relieved, then terrified again as she throws open the doors to their bedroom, the children’s bedrooms, the nursery and the bathroom. She runs back downstairs, only vaguely aware of the draught from the still-open front door as she darts from room to room. Finnley’s not in the living room, the dining room, the downstairs toilet, the kitchen or the utility room. His car is still in the driveway. He wouldn’t head out on foot and leave the front door unlocked.

He can only be in the garden or her studio. He’s never liked their garden; he hates the fact it’s overlooked by their neighbours, and the only time he ever enters her studio is to bring her a cup of tea, but she has to check everywhere before she calls the police. With no sign of her husband in the garden she tries the door to the studio and her breath catches in her throat. Her six-foot husband is sitting on the floor beside the kiln, curled into himself, his head in his hands.

‘Finnley?’ She crouches beside him and touches a hand to his shoulder, tears of relief filling her eyes. ‘What’s happened? What’s going on?’

He shakes his head, and she hears despair and desperation in his strangled sigh.

‘Tell me, please!’

Still her husband says nothing, and the well of fear in Sorrell’s gut bubbles with frustration. For the last month that he’s been off work with stress, she’s been holding their family together. She’s taken on all the childcare, the cooking and the cleaning. She’s taken on more one-on-one classes in her pottery studio to pay all the bills, and she’s been looking after – and worrying about – Finnley. Most days she feels like she can’t breathe, but someone’s got to adult. And there’s no one else but her.

‘We can get through this.’ She moves her hand over her husband’s head, mentally sending him some of her strength as she gently strokes his hair. ‘We’ve got savings, and my parents will always step in if we need them. I know it’s hard, but we’ve got each other, the kids, our home. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. I can’t do this without you.’

Her husband doesn’t reply but she can feel him shaking beneath her hand.

‘You need to talk to someone,’ she says. ‘A therapist or a life coach.’ Someone more qualified than me, she thinks but doesn’t say. ‘You were under so much stress, doing overtime when the surgery was so short-staffed. You were bound to break at some point. God knows anyone would have. Just because you’re off work doesn’t change the fact that you’re an excellent dentist. You’re hardworking, you’re compassionate and you’re honest. This is a blip, that’s all. We’ll get through it.’

Finnley mumbles something that makes her pause.

‘What was that?’ she asks but he shakes his head.

‘I’m fine. Just give me a minute.’

‘Okay. I’ll put the kettle on. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.’ She backs away from him and heads out of the studio. What he’d mumbled had sounded a lot like: ‘I’m not honest at all.’




Chapter 4

Jude

WEDNESDAY

As Will puts a key in his front door Jude hangs back, readying herself for a tricky conversation – one where she insists he rings the police, and he tells her no.

She can feel her phone buzzing in her pocket; her client, no doubt, asking why she’s not in their meeting, but she doesn’t answer it. She’ll ring them back later and explain. What’s more important right now is ensuring that Will’s okay. During the ten-minute walk back from school, he had explained what had happened: he’d shouted at the e-scooter rider to get off the pavement because there were children around, then the next thing he knew he was being punched in the head. It made sense, God knows Jude had shouted at enough e-scooter riders herself, but it didn’t explain Victoria’s parting shot – He deserved that. You can deny it, but we all know what you did. The accusation hung in the air between them until Jude could bear it no longer.

‘What was Victoria on about? We know what you did.’

Will had glanced at her. ‘Are you friends with that group?’

She’d shaken her head.

‘Good. Keep it that way.’

‘Why?’

He’d shrugged. End of conversation, and no amount of prodding could get him to reveal more.

‘Have you got any painkillers?’ she asks now as he steps into his hallway. You’re going to need them.’

‘Yeah.’ He turns and looks at her questioningly, a small smile playing on his lips. ‘Are you coming in or are you just going to stand there and make the place look untidy?’

She laughs in surprise. ‘Who even says that anymore? How old are you? Seventy-five?’ then follows him into the kitchen where he plucks a pack of ibuprofen from a ridiculously well-organised medicines cupboard. The kitchen isn’t dissimilar to hers in size and shape but, where her kitchen has dirty coffee cups next to the sink, piles of washing stacked up on the table and ‘Star of the Week’ certificates, sponsorship forms and pieces of artwork affixed to the fridge, Will’s kitchen is so clean and uncluttered it looks like a show home.

He clocks her raised eyebrows. ‘When I get bored I clean.’

‘Want to get bored round my house?’

He laughs and pops two ibuprofen into his mouth, swallows some water, then puts the empty glass in the dishwasher.

‘Do you alphabetise your tins as well? Make sure they’re all facing the same direction, like David Beck—’ She presses a hand to her mouth – simultaneously delighted and horrified – as Will throws open a cupboard door. It’s the neatest food cupboard she’s ever seen – with tins, cans, bottles and packets perfectly organised in labelled plastic trays and containers. ‘You’re Stacey Solomon’s wet dream.’

He snorts in amusement as he closes the cupboard door. ‘Is she a fan of insomniacs? I have been known to scrub the bathroom at 2 a.m.’

‘Want to sleep at my house?’

Will laughs then clutches his side. Instinctively Jude moves to check on him, but he raises a hand. ‘I’m fine. I’m fine.’

As he straightens, his eyes meet hers and the mood in the kitchen changes. It becomes loaded with possibility, like the moment before a kiss. Jude returns his gaze, breathing shallowly. Maybe he doesn’t regret sleeping with her. Maybe she misread the way that he left. He’s attractive and there’s an off-beat quirky side to him that she finds intriguing. Plus, it was the best sex she’s had for years.

‘Tea?’ Will reaches for a shiny chrome kettle and, just like that, the tension in the room dissipates, like a wave breaking on the shore.

‘Yeah’ she says, wondering what the hell just happened. ‘Can I use your loo?’

‘Sure. Upstairs, second door on the right.’

She climbs the stairs then, having forgotten which room Will said was the toilet, tries the handle of the first room she comes to. It’s a riot of pink and purple, glitter, soft toys, unicorns and fluffy pillows. It’s very young-looking for a nine-year-old; there are still alphabet stickers on the wall. There are also clothes scattered on the bed, chair and floor. It’s somewhat reassuring that, while Will is anally obsessive about tidiness and cleanliness in the rest of the house, he doesn’t insist that his daughter does the same.

Drawn by a hamster, nibbling at the bars of its cages, on the dressing table, Jude moves into the room. Unlike Betsy, who barely acknowledged the loss of her hamster, Jude cried on and off for three days after Dobby died. For two years Jude would say hello to him whenever she walked into the kitchen and Dobby would return the greeting by frantically gnawing at the bars. She fed him cashews, cucumber and spinach, watching in wonder as he either nibbled his food delicately, or stuffed it in his pouches then returned to the bars for more.

‘Hi!’ She gently touches one of the hamster’s tiny paws, gripping its metal jail. It pauses its gnawing to look at her, its black beady eyes regarding her warily. ‘What are you call—’ She breaks off, distracted by two bejewelled frames to the right of the cage. Both photographs are of women, one a redhead gazing lovingly at the baby in her arms, the other a willowy blonde, ethereal and joyful in a field of sunflowers. The redhead has to be Milly’s mother – as well as the same wild, curly hair, they share the same smile and dark-rimmed green eyes. The other woman looks nothing like Milly, or Will for that matter. He hasn’t told her much about his personal life. Whenever she’s broached the subject, he’s changed the subject or caught her off-guard with a joke.

Jude traces a finger over the glass. ‘Who’s this?’ she asks the hamster.

‘Robyn.’

Will’s in the doorway, a basket of clean, folded washing in his hands, an unreadable expression on his face.

Jude’s hand falls away from the photograph. ‘I didn’t mean to pry. It was the hamster; it lured me in.’

A smile pricks at the corner of Will’s mouth. ‘With a pumpkin seed? Soft bedding? Sexual promises?’

‘That’s how rumours start.’ She gestures towards the other photo. ‘That has to be Milly’s mum. She looks so much like her.’

‘Correct.’

‘And Robyn is … her auntie?’

‘Stepmum, as was.’

‘Oh.’ She’s found out more about Will and Milly’s lives in the last couple of seconds than she has in the last five weeks. ‘Does she see them – her mum and ex-stepmum – very often?’

Will doesn’t respond immediately and, as the silence stretches into awkwardness, an apology arranges itself in Jude’s brain. She’s being too nosy, it’s none of her business, it’s probably time that she—

‘She doesn’t see them at all,’ Will says flatly. ‘She can’t. They’re dead.’




Chapter 5

Sorrell

THURSDAY

Hi Sorrell! Just wondering if you’d like to come over for drinks and nibbles tonight. The usual crowd will be here. Be lovely to see you. V x

Sorrell rereads the WhatsApp message from Victoria, certain that there’s been some kind of mistake. She hasn’t been invited to join the other mums for a night out in well over two years. She doesn’t know why – she hadn’t fallen out with anyone – and she wasn’t even aware that she was missing out until she logged onto Facebook for the first time in forever, and saw photos of the others together – at a cocktail bar, in Victoria’s enormous garden, on a weekend day trip with the kids. The realisation that she’d been excluded was a sharp spike through the heart.

She messaged Audrey, the school mum she was close to, asking why she hadn’t been invited along. WhatsApp showed the message had been read but hours passed before a reply flashed up on her screen.

I didn’t actually arrange any of those things, I was just invited along. I did think it was odd though, that you weren’t there.

Odd? But she wasn’t concerned enough to make sure Sorrell received an invitation to the next get-together, or the one after that. Audrey’s blasé response hurt more than the photographs had and, too angry to reply, Sorrell turned off her phone. She still made small talk with Audrey at the gates if they ran into each other, but the hurt she felt had closed a door in her heart. Their friendship had been more important to her than it was to Audrey; the revelation made her feel small.

Since they’d moved to Lowbridge, after Finnley was made a partner at the dental surgery six years ago, she’d struggled to make any other close friends amongst the school mums. There isn’t a single woman she can confide in or laugh with. There’s no one in her life, other than Finnley, and a handful of old friends from St Ives that she phones weekly who accept and love her for who she is.

Audrey’s confidence had balanced out Sorrell’s fearfulness, her outspokenness masked her reserve, and her witty observations made her laugh like a drain. She’d seemed genuinely interested in Sorrell as a person, and that kind of attentiveness was addictive; it made her feel good.

If she accepts Victoria’s invitation it gives her the opportunity to rebuild her friendship with Audrey without too bright a spotlight shining her way. She’s never been a great actress, but she can be easy and breezy. She can pretend that the text message never happened, that life just got in the way.

There’s just one issue. Is it safe to leave Finnley by himself?

Clutching her phone, she hurries into the house in search of her husband. Unlike yesterday, when despair had radiated off him like heat, he’d seemed much brighter all day. His side of the bed was empty when she woke, and the twins’ room was deserted. She descended the stairs, trepidation weighing every step, pausing part way down when the faint notes of a jaunty pop hit, and three discordant voices, floated up from downstairs. She peered around the kitchen door and discovered Finnley standing by the oven, a child-sized apron barely covering his torso, and a frying pan in his hand. He was flipping pancakes for the twins, who were wiggling their hips to ‘Happy’ by Pharrell Williams and singing along. It was so unexpectedly lovely – a throwback to the life they used to share – that she backed out of the hallway before she was spotted, and sobbed in the bathroom until Scout began crying, demanding to be fed.

‘You okay?’ Finnley glances up at her now, then frowns, reading the expression on her face. ‘Kids all right?’

‘Yeah. Yeah. Fine. I’ll go and collect Scout from nursery in a bit. I was just—’

‘Amit texted me.’

‘Really?’

‘He’s back from Dubai. Wants to go for a drink.’

‘When?’

‘Tonight. I said yes. That’s okay, isn’t it?’

Her excitement about her own invitation fades. Finnley hasn’t seen any of his friends for months and if he’s feeling well enough to go out then he must. Victoria, and Audrey, can wait.

‘What is it?’ Finnley asks. ‘You don’t think I should go?’

‘No
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