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BETH LATIMER

The clock on the dashboard says 5.20 p.m. Seven hours since Beth Latimer last saw Lizzie, the longest they’ve been apart since she was born ten days ago. There’s a dull milky ache where her baby should be.

‘Shitty day in court.’ Mark, beside her in the passenger seat, states the obvious as he loosens his tie and unbuttons his collar. ‘All right if I stop off at the Kings Arms? I wouldn’t mind a pint with Nige, get my head around going in the witness box tomorrow.’

Beth can only nod. She’s reliving the image of poor Tom Miller, lying on oath for Joe. She has this urge – and she’s not happy about it – to look after Tom. She doesn’t know, in practical terms, what this means. She knows he’s not living with Ellie any more. Does she really want to rescue him from the chaos of Lucy Stevens’ house, take him into her own home? Of course not. But it’s there, an almost physical need to help. Twelve years ago she was programmed to guide a little boy through to manhood and that instinct, that sense of duty, it hasn’t gone away with Danny. Tom has changed so much, on the outside at least, with his new haircut, his deepening voice and widening shoulders. Beth remembers when she caught him for a hug in the hallway, a couple of weeks after Danny’s death. He was the right size then, almost the right fit for her lost boy. If she were to hug him now, like she did that time in the hallway, he wouldn’t feel anything like the Danny she knew. She keeps thinking of that hug because it’s the closest she’s going to come to understanding why Mark kept meeting Tom in secret.

‘Are you still pissed off with me?’ he says, like he’s reading her mind.

‘It’s fine,’ she says, and on one level it is. If anyone understands, it’s her, and there’s a bittersweet comfort in knowing they share the same sore spot in their hearts. So no, she’s not pissed off. She is, however, hurt that Mark didn’t tell her. Every day in that courtroom peels the skin off another secret, and Beth feels like she’s always the last to know. She’s too tired to pick a fight over it.

She drops Mark at the pub and tries to shift her internal gears, smiling to herself in the car in the hope that her muscles will trick her brain into thinking she’s happy. She’s been reading a lot of baby magazines lately and there’s some interesting new research about how sensitive newborns are to facial expressions. Even at this age, they’re being programmed for the adults they will one day become. Everything counts. Lizzie’s already seen and heard so many tears, Beth’s trying to make up for it by smiling widely at all times.

‘Where are my girls?’ she calls while her key’s still in the door. Chloe emerges from the sitting room, a puke-stained muslin cloth draped over each shoulder. Chloe’s dropped out of college but she can’t get a job until the trial’s over because Beth needs her for the childcare. If Beth can’t be with Lizzie, then it’ll have to be someone else who loves her. The baby needs to be with her own blood. The time spent with the baby seems to be helping Chloe, too. It’s taken her mind off her own problems; the spoiled GCSEs, losing her nan, and the break-up with Dean (who left Dorset for the chance to shear sheep in New Zealand, only telling Chloe the evening before his flight. Beth still can’t think about him without her hands balling into fists).

‘She’s been gorgeous,’ Chloe says. ‘She’s just waking up. How’d it go today?’

Beth makes a weird sound that comes out as ‘Pffffft.’ Chloe correctly translates it as, Can I not talk about this right now?

They stand in front of the crib like kings before a manger.

‘She’s getting your little nose,’ says Beth. Lizzie opens her mouth and gives a slow, gummy yawn.

‘She’s certainly got Dad’s big gob.’ They both laugh. ‘And she’s going to be dark, like Dan.’

Beth slides one hand down Chloe’s ponytail and places the other hand on Lizzie’s head, where she feels the soft fast pulse of her fontanelle. ‘You’re right,’ she says. In fact, Lizzie looks just like Danny did at her age. Beth can’t decide if it’s a comfort or a torture. Lizzie starts to root for food, her lips puckering.

‘I’ll get a bottle on,’ says Chloe. Beth wanted to breastfeed, and she managed it for a few days, but the stress of the court case meant that milk that was barely there to begin with soon dried up, and she’d known before Lizzie was born that she would have to leave her with Chloe for hours at a stretch.

They’re all learning that you’re not in control of your time at court; you can’t ask for an adjournment because you need to go and express, and Beth isn’t going to miss a second of this trial. So bottles it is, the kitchen turned into a sterile laboratory. That’s something else she’s picked up from baby magazines, that breastfed babies have a stronger bond with their mothers, and that compounds her guilt. Yet another thing that Joe Miller’s taken from her. Even from prison he adds new layers to her grief, piling them on like blankets until she can’t breathe.

Beth lays Lizzie over her shoulder. She likes it best when the baby is close enough to smell. She might look like Danny but she has her own sweet buttery scent. Beth would already know it blindfold. She enjoys the tight fit of her, the soft warm head that sits in the curve of her own neck. She breathes her daughter in.

‘Helen rang, she’s coming over any minute now,’ says Chloe.

‘What, again?’ huffs Beth. ‘Do we not get a minute to ourselves as a family any more? I mean, she was only here yesterday.’

Helen is the midwife who delivered Lizzie, patiently crouching by the birthing pool with gas and air and all the right words. She must be close to retirement but has a shock of bright purple hair that’s virtually the only thing Beth remembers about the last stage of her labour. Everything’s pretty much a blur from the moment Ellie stepped back to let the midwife take over, but the purple hair stuck. Beth likes Helen a lot. There’s something about her no-nonsense tenderness that reminds her of her mum. Although Liz Roper would never have gone for the purple hair. She smiles at the thought of her mum with a violet rinse but it quickly dissolves into tears. Is it baby blues, Danny or her mum? Her two bereavements bleed into one another these days and she feels guilty about that too, that she often doesn’t know who she’s crying for. She ought to dedicate a quick bawl to each of them every morning, so she can grieve freestyle for the rest of the day.

‘Oh, Mum,’ says Chloe.

There’s a loud knock on the door and Lizzie throws out her arms and legs in a startle reflex.

Beth instinctively tries to hide her tears but quickly gives up and lets them fall. Why should she worry about crying in front of someone who’s seen her … everything?

But this time Helen’s got someone new with her, a middle-aged woman with a clipboard under one arm.

‘Hi, how’s it going?’ says Helen, noticing Beth’s tears but not commenting on them. ‘This is Patricia, the health visitor.’

Patricia’s smiling, but she’s got dark brown, drawn-on eyebrows that make her look severe. Her face freaks Beth out. Why would you draw on a frown when your job is basically smiling at babies, and people who’ve just had babies? Doesn’t she know how important facial expressions are? Beth feels her hackles rise.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ says Patricia. She looks slightly nervous. Her eyes dart around, like she’s looking for something but frightened to see it. When they land on a picture of Danny, they stay there for a beat or two, then flit away and to the side, like she’s been caught looking at something she shouldn’t. Beth wonders what it would be like to meet someone who doesn’t know about Danny. She knows that living in such a small community means that she’s spared the pain of explaining it
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