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Prologue

Thirty years ago

If only the baby would stop screaming. My head is pounding, my nerve endings raw and exposed.

It’s the hottest day of the year but despite throwing open all the windows and doors, I can smell the sweat on my body. When did I last have a shower?

It’s a wonder the neighbours can’t hear her bawling. They’re probably at work, or too polite to complain about the noise. I don’t know my neighbours, and that’s the way I like it. Did like it. Now, I’d give anything for one of them to come and take control, because I’m not up to this. Hard to believe I had a job once, a good one, yet here I am, undone in two weeks by a seven-pound baby I was never sure I wanted in the first place. I kept it to please him, but then he didn’t come back.

As the screaming intensifies, I grab the Moses basket and march out of the kitchen to dump it in the living room. I stumble upstairs to my bedroom, every part of me aching as though I have the flu. I slam the door and lean against it for a moment, the wood warm through my thin nightdress. I thrust my hands over my ears, tears soaking my cheeks. The sound of crying still bites at my edges, but at least it’s further away.

I drop my hands and sit on the edge of my unmade bed, skin crawling as if there are ants underneath. Adoption, that’s the answer. I don’t want to be a mother without him. I can’t do it on my own.

Minutes crawl past and it takes a moment to realise the screaming has stopped. The tension across my shoulders instantly eases. She must have cried herself to sleep.

For a second, I think I hear a movement downstairs, and remember all the doors are open. But I’m so tired and the thought of her waking up and going through it all again is like a weight, pressing me to the bed.

Despite the stifling heat, I crawl beneath the crumpled duvet and let sleep swallow me whole.




Chapter 1

Kate

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask Dan, trying to hide my irritation as he pushes aside his uneaten cereal with a sigh. It’s such a beautiful morning – the sunniest July on record – and I want to enjoy my last three weeks of pregnancy, not tiptoe around my husband’s delicate feelings.

‘Nothing.’ He gives a ghost of a grin. His brown, rock-star hair flops forward as he stares into his coffee mug. ‘Just a bit tired.’

There are clues to his state of mind: the three-day stubble, red-rimmed eyes and the ancient sweater with fraying cuffs he’s started wearing around the house, like a comfort blanket.

‘Are you OK?’ He passes the question like a baton, aiming a nervy glance at my mid-section as if worried I might explode. I feel a pang for the old Dan, the one who would swing me around and dance me up and down the kitchen or throw me on the bed and tickle me until I begged for mercy. The new Dan treats me like a piece of china he’s frightened of breaking.

‘I’m fine,’ I say, on a sigh. ‘I’m pregnant, not ill.’

We don’t talk properly anymore. We have solicitous exchanges, interspersed with an occasional outburst from me, followed by a hurt silence from him. The pregnancy wasn’t planned. We’d gone away for a weekend and I forgot to take my pill, but Dan said not to worry, ‘Whatever will be, will be.’ I’d taken that to mean he’d be thrilled when I found out I was pregnant, but instead he’s slowly retreated and I’ve got to the stage where I’m not sure I care anymore. I feel stronger with a baby inside me, as if I can take anything, like my mum did with me. Us two against the world. Maybe that’s the problem.

‘He’ll come around once the baby’s born,’ Mum had said, when I confided my worries to her, but she didn’t sound convinced. ‘Maybe he feels a bit threatened.’

‘By a foetus?’ I’d wondered if she was right but couldn’t bring myself to ask him. Perhaps I didn’t want to hear the answer.

‘You should have come to the scan,’ I say now to Dan. ‘It looked like a proper baby this time, sucking its thumb.’ I bite into my thickly buttered toast and close my eyes. I could eat all day long and have to restrain myself. ‘You could almost imagine cuddling it,’ I add for effect.

‘I know, I’ve seen the photo,’ he says but has the grace to flush. His excuse for not coming was an appointment with a client he didn’t want to let down. He’s become obsessed with work, insisting we need a steady income for when I’m on maternity leave. I know it’s his way of looking after us, but I’d have preferred him to be more involved with the baby. He managed a couple of antenatal classes but was so uncomfortable with the matey camaraderie of the other dads-to-be, all cracking jokes that wound up the health visitor, that we didn’t go back.

Perhaps I’ve taken too much for granted. We never really discussed becoming parents. I just accepted it would happen one day, like I’d known the night I met Dan he was the man I wanted to marry.

He’s the eldest of five. His parents Rory and Cass are bohemian types, who believe in free expression, and Dan was often left in charge of his younger siblings growing up. He’s such a naturally caring person, I assumed he’d want children of his own one day, but now it’s a reality he seems to be rebelling, as if his childhood experiences have put him off.

I wait for him to say something else, but he keeps staring into his mug, as if looking for answers, so I leave the kitchen and heave myself upstairs, cradling my swollen belly as if it might fall off. My back hurts, but that’s nothing new at the moment.

I flop on the bed and stare at the floral wallpaper that’s been here since we moved in a few years ago. I’d been planning to replace it with something less fussy but as work has got busier, it hasn’t left me with enough time for home improvements.

I’m not a crier, but tears cluster in my eyes. Forcing them back, I think about phoning Mum, but she’ll only start trying to talk me into giving up work.

‘You’re an interior designer, not a brain surgeon, Kate. Can’t Saskia manage the showroom without you?’ Or, ‘Why don’t you put your feet up? Think of the baby.’ As if it might slip out if I move about too much. I sometimes think she’s forgotten what it’s like being pregnant.

She’s proud of me but has never fully understood my love of interior design, the buzz I get from meeting clients and creating beautiful rooms for them. She always hoped I’d be an accountant, earn a good salary, have a pension plan. She’s a bit better since I opened the showroom in Marlow and took on more clients, but I know she worries about me being my own boss, the responsibility and pressure it brings.

Even though it’s Saturday, I’d normally be on my way to work by now, but Saskia’s going in early to change the window display and won’t mind opening up. She’s keen to show off her own design flair and will relish the opportunity to be in charge. She keeps telling me to take it easy too, but in a half-hearted way. She knows I love my job.

When my phone – charging on the bedside table – rings, I shoot to my feet and snatch it up, not bothering to look at the screen to see who’s calling.

‘Mum? I was just about to ring you.’

There’s silence at the other end.

‘Saskia?’

More silence.

I glance through the bedroom window at a gossamer wisp of cloud in the pale-blue sky and wonder vaguely whether I’m going to end up being a single mother like Mum was. I’d have to worry about that later.

‘Hello?’ I say again. I walk round the bed, smoothing a hand down my stretchy T-shirt dress, pressing the phone hard to my ear. ‘Hello?’

‘Kate Burgess?’ The voice is female, small and breathless, as if the owner’s been running.

‘Who is this?’

She clears her throat – a fussy little sound. ‘Magda Trent,’ she says with more confidence. ‘We talked the other day, at your showroom. About you redesigning some of the rooms in my cottage. I gave you my details and said I’d be in touch.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course, I remember.’ I spring into professional mode. I’m not going to turn a new client away, whatever else is going on in my life. ‘You mentioned you were hoping to open a guesthouse and we discussed me staying overnight.’ It was a service I’d started offering to customers with guesthouses or B&Bs, so I could get a better feel for the place before beginning my design ideas. ‘Bear with me a moment.’

As I reach for my iPad and scroll through for Magda’s details, I recall a round woman with soft, dark eyes and greying hair scooped up in a tidy bun. She’d seemed nervous, glancing shyly around, and after she’d gone, I commented to Saskia that she wasn’t our usual customer, that she didn’t look like she cared about interior design.

‘Talk about stereotyping.’ Saskia had grinned. She’d been out the back, unpacking a consignment of fabric. ‘They’re not all bored trophy wives, or yummy mummies spending hubby’s cash.’

I find Magda’s details. ‘Bluebell Cottage, near Lexminster?’

‘That’s the one.’ Another pause, as if she’s weighing up her words. ‘I wondered if it would be convenient for you to come over and give me a quote.’

‘Today?’

‘If possible.’

I mentally run through my diary. I have a consultation this afternoon, but Saskia can deal with it. I’ll have to relinquish control at some point. ‘I could be there within the hour,’ I say, hoping I can find her cottage. My sense of direction is terrible. Mum always jokes that I could get lost turning out of our garden gate.

‘It’s a bit off the beaten track, I’m afraid,’ Magda says, as if she’s read my mind.

‘Maybe you could give me your postcode for my satnav.’

‘How about I meet you halfway,’ she suggests. ‘There’s a lay-by on the bypass, just outside Marlow. You could follow me from there.’

I think quickly. It makes sense. I don’t want to waste time driving around and end up getting lost. ‘Fine,’ I say. ‘If you’re sure you don’t mind?’

‘Not at all.’ Her voice is warmer. ‘I’ll be in a silver Vauxhall Corsa,’ she says. ‘See you there in, say, twenty minutes?’

‘Look forward to it.’

She takes a breath, as if she’s going to add something else. ‘Bye then,’ she murmurs.

The line goes dead.

I put my phone back on charge and check my reflection, deciding against getting changed. T-shirt dresses are forgiving and it’s the comfiest thing I’ve got. Plus, it’s shaping up to be a blisteringly hot day and keeping cool is a priority.

I slick on a light layer of make-up and brush my hair; its coppery hue pleasantly burnished thanks to the pregnancy hormones. Saskia jokes that it would be worth getting pregnant, if it would turn her fine hair thick and glossy.

As I pass Dan on my way out, he looks at me round the fridge door. ‘Where are you going?’ he says, appraising me with moss-green eyes. ‘You’re wearing lipstick.’

‘I’m meeting a client,’ I tell him, grabbing the overnight bag I keep ready for such occasions, and pushing my laptop inside my tote bag. I avoid his outstretched hand. We’ve got out of the habit of touching lately.

‘Kate, just a minute …’

I catch his worried gaze. His eyes have always expressed his feelings, but all I can see when I look at him these days is the panic he couldn’t disguise when I told him I was pregnant. It’s never quite gone away.

‘I’m staying overnight so I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Ignoring a twinge in my lower back, I rush outside before he can respond and manoeuvre myself into my Nissan. Revving the engine, I back the car out of the drive and onto the road, pretending I haven’t seen Dan coming after me.

I don’t bother returning his wave as I drive away, and his hand drops to his side. He cuts a forlorn figure in my rear-view mirror and as he recedes to a dot, I feel a pang of sadness and regret for childishly ignoring him.




Chapter 2

By the time I reach the main road, my spirits have lifted. The sun cuts through the windscreen, warming my bare arms, and I turn up the radio and shoulder-dance to some cheesy pop music.

Away from the house, I can pretend everything’s fine with my marriage. I’m a healthy, pregnant woman on her way to meet a potential new client and what Dan chooses to do with his Saturday is up to him. He’s supposed to be finishing a table for one of my customers, but he’s got a wedding gig tonight. Band practice will take priority over furniture making. Not that I begrudge him. He’s been a musician for as long as I’ve known him, but I wonder, sometimes, how it’s going to fit in with being a parent.

The sheep-dotted fields of the Chilterns flash by as I leave Marlow behind and head for the bypass. The satnav assures me in a smug monotone that it’s ten miles away in a straight line. Even I can manage that.

When ‘Mamma Mia’ comes on I sing along, smiling as I remember taking Mum to see the show in London last year for her fiftieth birthday. I was astonished when she said she’d like to see it. She’s a creature of habit and rarely goes out in the evenings, but it was worth the effort of getting her to London to see her smiling goofily, eyes shining like marbles as she clapped along. She’d seemed younger in a way that had made my chest ache.

She reverted to her usual self on the way home, worrying about being mugged on the Underground, telling me to close my bag or my purse would be stolen, with the pinched expression she wore when she was anxious. I’d struggled to hold back my frustration, telling myself as I always did that she couldn’t help being that way. For all I know, she’s never been any different. There’s no one I can ask. Her sister, my Auntie Cath, lost touch after moving to Australia, and their parents died long before I was born.

‘No wonder she’s like she is,’ Dan had said, after I introduced him to Mum, when he was being generous and giving her the benefit of the doubt. She’d fluttered around him, asking what his parents did for a living, as if we were living in Victorian times. ‘What with her parents dying, and her sister moving to the other side of the world and being a single parent.’ I’d explained to him by then that my father hadn’t stuck around when Mum fell pregnant with me. She never saw him again and won’t talk about him. All I knew was that he’d been married to someone else. ‘I suppose it’s enough to make anyone paranoid,’ Dan had added.

‘She’s not paranoid.’ I’d been moved to defend her, knowing she only had my best interests at heart. ‘She’s just careful.’

Dan had looked like he wanted to say more, but I changed the subject, relieved to have got the introductions out of the way, satisfied Mum had accepted our relationship was serious.

Too late, I notice the lay-by approaching and pull the car in, without indicating. A lorry swerves past, horn blaring. The driver’s face is twisted with anger as he flicks a V-sign out of his window.

Heart hammering, I wrench on the hand brake.

‘It’s OK,’ I murmur, placing a hand on my belly. The baby squirms powerfully, as if he’s just woken up, and I take a deep breath through my nose, and release it in a whoosh, as advised by my ‘Pregnancy Yoga’ book. I’ve had a feeling for weeks now my baby’s a boy. Mum says it must be a girl because I’m ‘carrying at the front’, which made Dan laugh. Where else would you be carrying it?

I’ve opted not to be told, despite Saskia’s pleas to find out so she can start buying appropriately coloured Babygros or organise a gender reveal party. But I like the mystery of wondering and mulling over names. I fancy Charlie, which was my grandfather’s name, or Samuel, after Dan’s grandfather. Charlotte if it turns out to be a girl.

Dan says he doesn’t mind either way. Maybe he doesn’t care.

It’s hot in the car. I buzz the window down and take a lungful of warm air. I need to let Saskia know where I am, ask her to do this afternoon’s consult. I rummage in my bag for my phone.

‘Shit,’ I mutter, remembering I left it charging in the bedroom. I rummage a bit more, as if it might magically appear, then look through the window, willing a phone-box to materialise. Do they even exist anymore?

I toss my bag aside and drop my head on the steering wheel. I must talk to Saskia, or she’ll wonder where I am. I can’t let this afternoon’s client down, but I can’t turn back because she will be on her way. And if Saskia calls Dan, he won’t know where I am either.

I let out a groan. I can’t call Mum, and she panics if I don’t check in with her every day. I don’t know why, because I’ve had a textbook pregnancy, but then she liked me to check in with her regularly even before I was pregnant. It drives Dan a bit mad. Maybe I can ask Magda Trent if I can borrow her phone.

I’m swearing under my breath when a silver car glides past and pulls up in front of me. My heart gives a funny little leap, as though I’m meeting a lover instead of a client.

I close the car window and prepare to climb out, then pause. I imagine what Mum would say. Wait for the other driver to get out first. It could be anyone. The lay-by is quiet, set against a grassy slope leading to a bank of trees.

Narrowing my gaze, I peer through the back window of the Vauxhall in an attempt to see the driver. I realise she’s looking right at me in her rear-view mirror, and as our eyes lock, a jolt of energy shoots though me. I lift my hand in a wave, and Magda responds. Her gaze slips away, and for a split-second I feel as if I’ve been cut adrift.

Another deep breath and I clamber out of the car, feeling somehow exposed. ‘Magda! Lovely to see you again,’ I call brightly.

She’s standing by her open car door, round and upright like a bird. Her previously greying hair has been coloured a reddish-gold and is twisted into a neat coil at the nape of her neck.

As I approach, I see that she’s probably in her late fifties, taller than me, and was a beauty once, with barely lined skin, and chestnut-brown eyes that give me a direct look. The shapeless clothes she’d worn to the showroom have been replaced with a light-blue belted shirt-dress, revealing her plump calves, while her feet are encased in navy canvas deck shoes.

I’m horribly aware of my sandal straps digging into my puffy ankles.

‘Thank you for coming,’ she says formally, and I detect a faint northern accent I hadn’t been aware of before. Her gaze fixes on my belly, and blotches of red stain her cheeks.

I wait for the pregnancy conversation: the one complete strangers feel compelled to start that usually end in a gruesome birth story, but she remains silent.

‘Sure you’re happy to lead the way?’ I chirp, reminding myself it’s my job to put her at ease. ‘Lovely car,’ I add, foolishly. What I know about cars could be written on the back of a stamp.

She turns and stares at the bodywork, gleaming under the sun, as if surprised to see it. ‘The cottage isn’t far from here,’ she says, and when she smiles a dimple forms in her cheek. ‘Shall we go?’

‘OK.’ I nod, keeping my smile in place. She’s obviously keen to get on. ‘I’ll follow you then, shall I?’ I say, mentally kicking myself. Isn’t that what we’d already agreed? I don’t know why I’m on edge. ‘After you.’

Magda nods, and after fumbling with the door catch, she gets back in her car, and I return to mine.

She drives carefully, which suits me. I’m like Mum in that I’ve always been a cautious driver, and more so now I’m pregnant.

A couple of miles down the bypass, Magda takes a left turn, indicating well in advance. I relax a fraction. She’s obviously being considerate of me.

We’re in a different county, one I don’t know well. I’ve been hoping to expand my client base and look around me with interest. The streets are wide and tree-lined, the houses double-fronted and well maintained.

At the end of the road, Magda turns right, then takes a sharp left, and another right, until we’ve exchanged the leafy streets for a country road full of twists and turns.

As the miles flash by, I catch snatches of fields, a sparkle of a stream, some dense woodland, more hills. We pass through a few villages with pretty names: Kimble, Crestwood, and a couple I instantly forget.

Eventually, we slow behind a tractor, and I glance at the clock on the dashboard. With a shock I realise we’ve been driving for half an hour. I’m thirsty but daren’t take my eye off Magda’s car to reach for my bottle of water. We must be nearly there now.

The tractor finally turns, but my relief is short-lived when I realise that Magda is turning too. The road narrows to a dusty ribbon, cutting between high, spiky hedges, and a canopy of overhanging trees blocks out most of the sunlight.

She wasn’t joking when she said she lives in the back of beyond.

Perspiration speckles my brow, and my seatbelt digs into my shoulder. I flex my hands, which ache from gripping the steering wheel too hard. All the windows are down, as the car’s air-conditioning has stopped working, but there’s barely enough breeze coming in to ruffle my hair. It strikes me I know nothing about the woman I’m following and probably wouldn’t have come had the client been male. Then I tell myself off for thinking like my mother. I’m the one who placates and reassures, when she imagines danger round every corner.

All the same, I jump and swerve as a pheasant darts in front of the car and shoots into the hedgerow opposite. On my left, a tree looms, with a white wooden sign fixed to its trunk. CHERRY TREE FARM is painted on it in blue letters, and the tractor bumps through an open gate into the mouth of a field.

Magda keeps on driving.

I peer around for signs of life but can’t see any houses through occasional gaps in the hedgerows. I suddenly want to stop, or turn the car round, and the realisation that I might not be able to find my way back to the main road makes my armpits prickle.

Perhaps this is a short-cut, and we’re about to emerge into a suburb. The thought seems ridiculous, but I can’t imagine how anyone living out here could be interested in interior design. The landscape is for farmers or recluses, or old people who’ve lived in the same house all their lives.

I hear Saskia’s voice in my head, mocking me for stereotyping, and mentally shake myself.

All the same, I’m on the verge of stopping to at least have a swig of water, when Magda indicates right. Her brake lights come on, and she swings the car through a concealed gateway set into the hedge.

I follow carefully, trying not to scratch the car.

‘Thank God,’ I mutter, when I’ve pulled safely through and stopped on a gravelled area outside a pretty, two-storey building. My eyes widen as I take in the honey-coloured walls and steep, moss-covered roof. With sparkly windows that look like smiling eyes, and an arched front door frilled with pink summer roses, the cottage could have leaped from the pages of a lifestyle magazine. There’s an air of comfortable certainty about it, as if it’s been standing for centuries, and perhaps it’s my hormones, or the relief of arriving, but my eyes fill with tears.

I switch off the engine, remove my seatbelt and lever myself out of the car. I suddenly can’t wait to get inside and plan how to design the interior.




Chapter 3

Dan

‘What’s up, mate?’

Dan raised a shoulder and continued strumming his guitar. He wasn’t sure how to respond to his friend’s concern. ‘Nothing,’ he lied when the silence became uncomfortable.

After Kate had roared off to meet her client, failing to spot him waving, and leaving him feeling guilty and resentful, Eric phoned. He’d asked if Dan could manage a practice session before their gig that night.

‘Late mornings are best because the neighbours are out. Less chance of anyone complaining.’

Glad of a reprieve, Dan had ignored the plates in the sink and the shopping list Kate had written the night before and pushed to the back of his mind the unfinished coffee table in his shed-cum-studio that should have been completed yesterday.

Instead, he ran upstairs to change out of his old jumper into a T-shirt and noticed Kate’s phone on charge. He felt a spasm of alarm that she wouldn’t be able to contact him. What if she went into labour? He didn’t think she should still be working so hard this far into her pregnancy, but there was no point saying so. His opinions didn’t count for much these days.

He grabbed his keys, jammed on his helmet, and revved his motorbike out of the garage. Opening the throttle he sped across town, the muffled roar of the engine drowning out his thoughts. Increasingly when he was out on his bike, he felt like riding on to somewhere nobody knew him.

Not that he could tell Kate. He felt terrible even thinking it, though he had a feeling she knew. He’d never been good at hiding his feelings from her. Had never wanted to, until lately.

‘Dan?’

Eric’s voice snapped him back to the moment.

‘He’s thinking that he’s going to be a daddy soon, and he won’t be able to perform for much longer because wifey will need him at home,’ said Zoe, with uncanny accuracy, in her transatlantic twang. She was tall, with long, tanned limbs, her mane of liquorice-black hair dyed ice blonde at the tips. She picked her way like a cat through the cables snaking across the floor. ‘Isn’t that true, Danny-boy?’

‘Not at all,’ he said, laying down his guitar. Raising his head, he found himself trapped in the beam of her silvery eyes. He read mockery in their depths, but knew it was a disguise. Since joining Skinny Rivers as their lead singer six months ago, Zoe had made it clear she wanted him, married or not. Her tight white jeans outlined her endless legs, and he quickly looked away.

‘So, what is it then?’

‘I was thinking about tonight’s playlist, that’s all.’ His cheeks stung with tell-tale colour and he was glad of the dingy lighting. Eric didn’t believe in opening the blinds, favouring a pub-at-night atmosphere in his converted warehouse-studio.

Zoe caught her full lower lip between her teeth and slid her hand into his. She pulled closer, her small breasts brushing his chest.

He’d already noted she was braless beneath her long-sleeved top and couldn’t help comparing her figure to Kate’s. Not that it was a fair comparison. Zoe was his wife’s opposite – dark where Kate was light, hard-edged to Kate’s soft curves. Not his type he would have said, if anyone had asked, although in the eleven years he’d been with Kate – six of them married – he’d rarely looked at other women.

‘Leave him alone, Zoe,’ Eric said amiably, rolling a cigarette.

Zoe slid him a look of wry amusement. She dropped Dan’s hand and moved to the old leather sofa beneath the window. Flopping down, she fanned herself with a leaflet.

‘It’s boiling in here,’ she complained with a pout. ‘When are you guys going to get air-conditioning?’ She’d grown up in America, and probably couldn’t understand why the humid heat didn’t bother them.

‘You pay for it; I’ll get it.’ Eric grinned, and expertly ducked the cushion she tossed at his head. ‘We don’t usually have summers like this in the UK.’

Calum, the drummer, pushed back his tangle of straw-blond hair and threw Dan a quizzical look. ‘How come you’ve managed to escape?’ He smirked. ‘Get written permission?’

‘Don’t you bloody start,’ Dan said, anger blossoming. He plucked a bottle of beer from the ice-box by his feet and took a lengthy swig. The cool liquid tasted like nectar. ‘I came because Eric asked if I was free, and I was. Unusually, since I’m the only one here with a proper job,’ he added, though he knew Calum was scornful of his carpentry work. ‘Who are you, bloody Jesus?’ he’d laughed, the first time Dan mentioned it. ‘Kate’s meeting a client today, and …’

‘Hey, have you met any of these yummy mummies she decorates for?’ Calum interrupted. His beady eyes gleamed.

Dan had never been keen on him, even at university where he and Eric and Dan had met as students, forming the band during their second year. With his rosy cheeks, blond curls and cherubic face, Calum looked like a vicar’s son, but drank too much and held questionable views about women.

Eric had a sense of loyalty to him, but Dan secretly blamed Calum for their failure to hit the big-time. If he hadn’t turned up late and wasted to their one and only meeting with a major record label, nine years ago, they might have been signed. Things weren’t the same after that. They’d gone their separate ways for a while, drifting back together when Calum and Eric failed to find regular work. Nowadays, the music was more of a hobby – at least to Dan. Gigs in pubs and clubs, and the occasional wedding booking, like tonight. He suspected the others still harboured hopes of being discovered, especially since Calum had drunkenly suggested they apply to go on Britain’s Got Talent. He claimed later he was joking, but Dan wasn’t so sure.

‘They’re not all yummy mummies, you tosser,’ he said, and Zoe let out a throaty laugh. ‘Often it’s a business she’s working for.’

Eric blew out a series of smoke rings. ‘Can’t imagine her up a ladder in her condition,’ he joked, brown eyes crinkling at the edges. He was starting to look his age, Dan thought, his black hair too long and streaked with grey. He supposed they all were, especially Calum, with his watery, bloodshot eyes. He was thirty but looked a decade older.

‘I wouldn’t mind an introduction,’ he was saying, not remotely offended. ‘They could probably do with a bit of Calum magic.’ He made a pumping gesture with his arm, then kissed his stringy biceps. He was sitting on a stool behind his drum kit, baggy shorts riding up his skinny thighs.

Dan caught a glimpse of his balls and glanced away, aware of Zoe’s gaze. She had a way of watching him intently, as though studying him for an exam. Under her gaze he felt skewered, like a butterfly, there to be admired, with no consideration for his life beyond the band.

What was he doing here? he wondered, suddenly irritable. Kate would be upset if he didn’t finish that coffee table and there was hardly any food in the house.

He thought of the wooden cradle he’d started making for the baby, intending it to be a surprise. Kate had been superstitious about bringing anything into the house before she’d reached six months, but at this rate it would never be finished.

‘Can I have a drink?’ Zoe said, interrupting his thoughts.

He felt a sag of resignation. ‘Sure.’ He picked out a bottle, glistening with condensation, and threw it to her. She caught it easily and rolled it along her collarbone, making an ecstatic face. He smiled, in spite of himself.

Kate hadn’t met Zoe. He’d mentioned they’d taken on a new singer, but she hadn’t been to one of their gigs for ages, which was probably just as well, though Kate wasn’t the jealous sort.

A flash of annoyance rose, that he couldn’t relax and enjoy himself for five minutes without feeling guilty. He couldn’t blame Kate; it wasn’t her fault, but he wished they’d properly discussed having a baby in the first place, and that he hadn’t been so glib about her forgetting her pill. He should have told her how he really felt: that the thought of being a father terrified him. That he was worried he might turn out like his old man.

He hadn’t really known until Kate blurted out the words ‘I’m pregnant’ – on his birthday of all days – that he wasn’t ready to be a parent. Maybe never would be.

It had thrown him how excited Kate was from the start. She’d seemed so set on building up her business, to the point where she was working ridiculous hours, and had never even mentioned wanting a baby. As it was, they were the only couple in their crowd to be married with sensible jobs, and with a foot on the property ladder thanks to some money Dan had inherited from his grandfather.

He’d scaled down practising with the band to concentrate on his sideline carpentry business, scared he wouldn’t be able to provide for his family otherwise, the way his own family hadn’t cared about providing for Dan and his younger brothers and sister. Carpentry was one of the few useful things his father had taught him, and something he’d always loved, but the thought of making a living from it suddenly seemed set in stone. Or wood, he thought, rather grimly.

Calum threw his drumsticks on the floor, jolting Dan out of his reverie. ‘I’m bored, man.’ He got up and bounced on his toes like a boxer, jabbing the air with his fists. His grubby vest revealed a selection of dubious tattoos.

Eric stubbed out his cigarette, lit another and yawned, eyelids drooping. ‘I could do with a nap,’ he said. He was sitting on the floor, head lolling against the wall.

Zoe narrowed her eyes at Dan, like a sniper. She made a show of moistening her top lip with her tongue. The heat and beer were making him drowsy, softening his edges, but he looked away. He and Kate hadn’t had sex in ages. She was worried it might harm the baby, and he hadn’t pursued it.

Slowly, as though the pockets of her jeans were weighted with stones, Zoe moved over and dropped next to Dan on the sofa. She snaked an arm around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder. Trying to empty his mind, he breathed in her scent, which was surprisingly innocent and soapy.

With her free hand, Zoe dug her iPhone into a speaker on the arm of the sofa and switched it on. Music filled the room, one of their songs, about good times, and being on the road, being free. Zoe’s vocals were low and mellow, oozing out like honey. Normally, Dan was critical of his musical abilities but conceded that he sounded pretty good on this track.

He remembered serenading Kate on their wedding day and how she’d cried, not caring that it was cheesy, or that her mascara had smudged.

From their first meeting, at a university gig she’d attended with a couple of girlfriends, he’d been drawn to her calm exterior. She’d been more mature than the girls he’d met up until then, her attitude a welcome contrast to the chaos of his upbringing, her creative streak a sexy surprise. He’d liked the way she turned to
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