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			Chapter 1

			The Pool Party

			From the moment Kate realized the commotion in the room was not the crowd simply revelling in the party, it was as though someone had slipped their foot onto the accelerator pedal. Careering her through chaos. Her body was thrown out of sync from her thoughts as she sprang up from the lounger, setting off a domino effect of plastic champagne flutes. Bubbles fizzed in the smooth grooves. In this house even the grooves between the tiles were perfect.

			Her legs couldn’t keep up with her as she rushed along the edge of the pool, catching her toe on something sharp, the pain shooting up her body. Her senses were heightened, the smell of chlorine making her stomach lurch. Some of the others were crouched down, concealing the truth. One mum was standing in the corner talking into her phone. Everyone’s voices were on fast forward, like a jammed cassette player from the nineties, and she couldn’t make out any of the words. Maybe she didn’t want to.

			Now, when she thought back to that July day, she tried to remember what she had been doing just before. The party had been intense. Ostentatious and loud. The summer heatwave had been oppressive, leaving everyone reaching for their drinks. There were the squeals of excitement from the children, and the gossiping and laughter of mums liberated from their weekday routines. But she had been quiet, perhaps with her eyes closed, trying to block out the anxiety that simmered inside her. She remembered a warm breeze drifting over her as she lay by the poolside, the humidity leaving her drowsy. Shadows had woken her from her daze, the erratic movements of two people in the heat of an argument. Then someone had called her name from across the room, catapulting her into a world of nightmares.

			

			In the hours that followed, those hours of silent waiting, she had kept thinking about the sequence of life. How one small, insignifi­cant action could trigger a stellar explosion, one that threatened to wipe out her hopes and dreams in a single flash. And how unjust it was that everyone around her carried on so brazenly unaware. Detached. She wished then that she could pinpoint the exact moment when it all began and simply erase it. To shift the trajectory. To remove the guilt that sat with her day in, day out. To blank out the what ifs. But of course, she couldn’t. She had to swerve the debris instead. From now on, there would always be a pre and post, a before and after.

			Of course, she remembered what came after. That would never leave her. In her mind, she saw herself tugging on a mum’s arm, sending her off balance. Being there in the very front row. At the centre stage where she was the star, though she’d do anything to be demoted to a minor role. To be an onlooker rather than a performer, with no idea how the play would end.

			And then there she was. Rose. At the core, still and calm. Her mermaid swimsuit clinging to her motionless body. Her lips a pale violet. Her eyes wide open. Unseeing.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Last Autumn

			‘I’m afraid there’s no heartbeat.’

			Kate shifted herself upright on the bed and pulled down her jumper, before remembering the gloopy gel was still spooled across her stomach. Her cheeks felt hot to the touch. All these procedures were now unnecessary. They seemed indulgent, like she had been attention-seeking all along. She wanted to get up and walk out, avoiding any eye contact. To extract herself from the awkward conversation that would inevitably follow; one that would be filled with complicated medical terms, options, decisions to be made. She could rarely decide what to have for breakfast each morning. But she was trapped here, in this cramped room, with its cumbersome equipment and an overenthusiastic clock.

			Julie, the sonographer, was talking, filling the space with pleasantries to patch up the heartbreak. Kate wasn’t listening. Instead, she stared at the framed print of a beach scene, trying her hardest to take herself to that place in her head. As Julie moved around her, not pausing for breath, Kate visualized herself unhooking the clock from the wall and hurling it across the room like a frisbee before screaming in the sonographer’s face. But in reality, Kate simply nodded and smiled, a weak smile feigning acceptance. She wasn’t one for high drama. Always remain calm, she had been taught as a child, though life events had challenged this time and time again.

			

			She had been ready for this news, prepared for it all along. She was always poised for the worst.

			‘What happens now?’ Kate asked, with a hint of adolescence, looking up at the ceiling rather than at Julie.

			The sonographer rested her bird-­like hand on top of Kate’s. The weight was light, but the closeness bore down on her. She slipped her hand out and clutched on to the sides of the bed, trying to anchor herself. Turning to look at Matthew for reassurance, she tried to gauge his response. He was the outwardly emotional one. She assigned that trait to his mother. But this time, he was just staring at the screen.

			‘Matthew,’ she whispered. ‘It’s OK. I’m OK.’

			She tried to coax him from his gloom, but the lines on his forehead had already gained more depth. He couldn’t meet her eyes but moved his gaze to his knees, tapping his heel up and down. This tic would ordinarily irritate Kate, but she let it go.

			‘Shall we get you cleaned up before we go over things?’ Julie swooped around, taking on an efficient air. Doing what she knew best. Unravelling a long roll of tissue to collect the gel still gathered on Kate’s stomach, then tidying, putting everything back in its place.

			They were invited to sit across from her. Kate noticed there wasn’t a paperclip out of place on her desk. Julie found Kate’s folder in the pile and scanned the pages, all the results and stats from her previous losses nestled among other people’s disappointments.

			‘I see from your notes you’ve already suffered two miscarriages. These were in the early stages, weren’t they?’ she asked.

			

			‘Yes, that’s right, both around six weeks.’ Kate cleared her throat.

			‘But your first pregnancy was typical and went to full term?’

			‘Yes, we had a baby girl. Rose.’

			‘No complications at birth? A normal delivery?’

			‘Long, horrendously long. But no complications.’

			Kate glanced at Matthew as she remembered those tedious hours of pacing and waiting. The initial excitement of those first twinges was soon followed by the monotony of uncomfortable checks and several trips back home. This wasn’t how it happened in the movies. She recalled bouncing on a ball, which was apparently supposed to help, all the while wanting to shout Matthew awake from his nap. Two full nights passed before Rose finally decided to make an entrance, by which time Kate was delirious and crying out for all the pain relief. ‘Give me everything!’ she demanded, but by then it was too late. Her ramblings finally gave way to guttural yells, and Rose arrived with her right arm outstretched against her head, as if she already had some questions to ask the world. She let out a soft mewing sound, no dramatic cries, and when placed in Kate’s arms, she opened her eyes, wide and searching. A look of calm reassurance. I am here. Now you can rest.

			Matthew was eager for Rose to have a sibling, especially since she was already eight, but Kate worried about caring for another child. About keeping another child safe. Weren’t they already so lucky? Surely, she didn’t deserve any more good fortune. Yes, she dreaded revisiting those early days – enduring the terrible panic that consumed her, fearing Rose would stop breathing in the night – but deep down she knew she wanted a best friend for their sensible Rose.

			‘So, you had an early scan with this pregnancy at eight weeks, and everything was fine?’ Julie asked, as she ran the end of a biro down the notes before her. She was unseasonably tanned, with loose skin at her cleavage and wrinkles that didn’t seem to match her age.

			

			‘That’s right. It was here, a few weeks ago. The doctor said the baby was developing just fine. Just fine.’ She repeated the words, as though she could make it fine again.

			‘Looking at the scan, we believe the foetus died at around the nine-­week mark, so shortly after your last scan. I’m very sorry,’ she said in a matter-­of-­fact way. ‘In these circumstances we don’t know what caused the pregnancy to stop, however—’

			‘But there must be a reason for Kate having miscarriages each time?’ Matthew had finally decided to talk. Awoken from his haze, and now in accusation mode. ‘This is the third one. Surely there is some medical issue that needs looking at?’

			Julie was ready for this. She plucked it out of her well-­rehearsed script. ‘I know this will feel unjust right now, but each miscarriage can have a different reason behind it. We know you can have a healthy pregnancy. That’s a big positive.’ Her tone shifted to kind but firm. ‘This news comes with different emotions. For today, let’s go through the options for managing the miscarriage, then we’ll make an appointment for you with the obstetrician to discuss your concerns and determine the next steps.’

			‘Sure,’ Matthew said. ‘We’re just worried that it keeps happening, as I’m sure you can imagine.’ His voice tapered off. He tried to take Kate’s hand, edging himself back in the chair and away from confrontation, but Kate was rigid, unable to connect with him.

			‘Of course, Mr Wright, that’s only natural.’ Julie snapped the folder closed and placed it back on the pile. ‘So, I’ll run through the choices you have for the next stage of the miscarriage, and we’ll go from there.’

			

			Kate remained silent. Half running through her own thoughts, half listening to the options being offered to her, like on a convoluted set menu in one of the restaurants her in-­laws insisted on choosing, where she never liked the sound of any of the main courses.

			‘You can think about it at home, talk it over, then give me a call when you’re ready,’ Julie said, as she glanced back and forth between Kate and Matthew, as though it were a joint decision. ‘Call this number when you’re ready.’ She jotted down a number on a Post-­it note.

			‘Do you have any questions for now?’ she said. Obviously expecting them not to.

			Kate had plenty. Which will hurt the least? Was it my fault? Was it the stress of the move? Or what happened with Matthew? Will I ever have another baby? And the hardest one – is this really what I want? But she knew some were unanswerable, some were dramatic, and the others she’d save for some middle-­of-­the-­night googling. Away from judgement and the clichéd reassurances.

			Of course, it wasn’t your fault, Kate. It’s Mother Nature, she knew everyone would tell her.

			She wasn’t convinced. Life wasn’t driven by fate; she had been forced to face this early on. Rather, it was like an unruly adolescent that you were able to discipline and keep on the right path if you worked hard at it and had a plan. If left to chance, where would she have been now? Holed up and miserable in a corner office waiting for the next promotion, or back in Yorkshire trying to fix her broken family. Since leaving home, she’d always tried to stick to a plan. And it left her feeling disillusioned, a failure even, when things veered off course. Right now, things were far from on course.

			

			Matthew led her out of the room, hand hovering at the small of her back. She was thankful to escape the suffocating four walls. To take in some air that wasn’t stale with disappointment. She was desperate to see Rose. To breathe in her unique smell. To remind herself that she should feel grateful, like all the social media posts told her to. But Rose was with the in-­laws until tomorrow, and Matthew had suggested they could have a lazy afternoon before dinner at their local Italian. He was putting in extra effort to make her feel settled in their new home, since he had forced them to move. His optimism about the baby was sweet, if naive. It hadn’t even entered his head that it could go wrong this time. There had been no physical signs, no bleeding like before, so surely there was nothing to worry about. But she had felt a sense of unease. Constantly. The morning sickness she’d had with Rose wasn’t there, though she kept telling herself every pregnancy was different. But in her heart, she had known the outcome already.

			‘Thank you,’ Matthew said in a resigned tone, holding his hand out to Julie.

			‘You can give me a call if any questions come up. We’ll wait to hear from you both,’ she replied.

			Kate scanned the waiting room. Why wasn’t there a separate exit for situations like theirs? She was faced with an eclectic mix of expectant mums with varying sized bumps. The harassed mum with a whiny toddler wrapped around her leg; the professional woman with an oversized phone tapping away with her manicured fingernails; and the geriatric mum, like she would have been. Pregnancy suited this woman. She was radiant, as it says in the books, though Kate sadly didn’t experience this with Rose. But as her partner whispered something to her, the expression she had was cold, unfeeling. Was she nervous that her life was about to change? And maybe not for the better. With her burgeoning bump, she was teetering between a frivolous life and one of responsibility.

			

			Kate knew that feeling very well, and the guilt that came along with it. The internal dialogue she kept to herself, gnawing away minute by minute, convincing her she had chosen the wrong path. How could she admit her thoughts to the outside world? That she wasn’t sure she was up to the job. That maybe she wasn’t supposed to be left in charge of a baby. Breastfeeding had felt awkward, painful, though it was sold as the most nutritious option, so she persisted. When out in cafes, she would look on in envy at the other mums’ apparent ease at nurturing their newborns in front of strangers, still sipping their coffees and chatting on their phones. She would break into a sweat trying to get Rose to latch on under a muslin – getting tangled and giving everyone an eyeful that made her fellow customers blush, though it really shouldn’t have. Then there were the tortuous days stretched out before her once Matthew was back at work. When she had too much time to think about the past. She felt a sense of injustice when he left for school, half a slice of toast in hand, kissing her on the forehead like a lost child. As a physiotherapist, she missed hearing of her clients’ dramas. Their marriages, their families, their holidays – all while she manipulated their aching bodies. So intimately getting to know their problems, while enjoying being the quiet spectator.

			Eight years on, she’d managed to relax into her mothering role, but those memories of loneliness often swept over her, without warning. As though to challenge her confidence. Watching the geriatric mother, her hair pulled back into a stylish bun, she sympathized with her poised, nervous stare. As Kate snaked her way through the waiting room, she wondered if people could sense their news, pick up on it from their neutral expressions. No tears had been shed, but where were their happy smiles? The smug second-­timer smiles.

			

			Matthew turned the key to start the engine, but then stopped, sitting back to look at Kate. He looked exhausted, with his greying stubble and dark shadows under his eyes. He’d not been sleeping for weeks now. ‘This is my fault. I’m so sorry,’ he said, staring out at the soulless car park, hands gripping the steering wheel.

			‘It’s no one’s fault, Matthew.’ Kate looked out of the passenger window, noticing a young couple negotiating a brand-­new car seat into its position without disturbing their precious newborn.

			‘But all the upheaval to move here. It’s bound to have had an effect.’

			Kate couldn’t deny the last few weeks had compounded her anxiety over the pregnancy. None of it had been easy, on either of them.

			‘Look at me.’ He reached for her chin, angling it towards him. ‘I really thought this time it would work out.’

			Kate bit down hard on her lip. A pressure tightened around her head, leaving her dizzy and nauseous.

			‘I wish I could say something to make this better,’ he said, rubbing his thumb over her cheek.

			‘I know you do. I’ll be fine, I promise. Let’s just get home.’ She dropped her gaze. Seeing the hurt in his eyes was too much to handle. By telling him she was fine, she was trying to convince herself. When, from experience, she knew it would take time to heal – that she needed to sit with the sadness of it all. Each loss was etched on her heart.

			

			‘Perhaps we should still go out tonight?’ he said, shifting back in his seat. ‘It might help. Could be a distraction, if anything.’

			‘Sure,’ she muttered, resting a hand on his forearm.

			‘I’m sorry, but I really should go into school for a bit, get some stuff sorted before term starts. I need to make a good impression. Do you think you’ll be OK on your own? It’d only be for a couple of hours or so.’

			She nodded. She knew she was being distant. That this news would be hard for Matthew to absorb too, the second child he so desperately wanted. But she felt detached, as if this was happening to someone else entirely, and she was the onlooker.

			‘I’ll drop you en route.’

			They drove home in virtual silence, Kate taking in her new surroundings. She missed the sea, the way it steadied her thoughts. The way it changed every day, reflecting a new mood. The grey but mild days were her favourite, when the wind whipped up the waves, blowing her hair back from her face, and she could taste the salt on her lips. Only the hardened dog walkers would brave her stretch of beach, where she would join them in between clients for her precious alone time. There was no doubting the beauty of the countryside they’d exchanged the sea for, the maze of lanes with high hedges, the swollen hills hiding quaint villages in their shadows. It was perfect, but maybe that was the problem. She found the perfection disconcerting, like it was trying too hard. Each village attempting to outdo its neighbour. To attract more gasps of wonder and envy from outsiders passing through. She was still getting used to her new status as a local. She was self-­conscious, unsure of herself, like being a guest at a wedding where you only know the bride.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Kate was left alone with thoughts of the morning. She was supposed to be making decisions, writing a list of the pros and cons. But having typed ‘missed miscarriage’ into her phone, she found herself scrolling through the paragraphs, not really taking in any of the information. Her phone vibrated.

			‘Mum?’

			‘Hi, love, how did you get on?’ Kate could hear her mum clattering dishes in the background.

			Kate went to respond, but the words bubbled in her throat. She managed to give a simple, flat, ‘No.’

			The clattering stopped. ‘Really? Oh darling, I am sorry. Are they sure? Did they give any reasons? Have you had any bleeding? Did they say when you can try again?’ Straight on to the medical questioning, as always. Her mum never fully clocked off from her life as an intensive care nurse.

			‘There were no signs. Not this time. And they can’t say why it keeps happening,’ Kate said, swallowing down tears.

			‘You can’t give up though, for Rose’s sake.’

			‘It wouldn’t be giving up, Mum. Maybe one’s right for us anyway. Maybe the universe is trying to tell us something.’ Kate switched the kettle on and tried to stay composed, when really she wanted to scream. Scream about the unfairness of it all.

			

			‘It’s not good for them, Katy, all that attention. She’ll grow up spoilt if you’re not careful.’

			She would always be Katy to her parents. She wasn’t sure why she’d changed her name to Kate. Her first day in the law firm, she just blurted it out and it stuck. In a sea of shiny suits and bulging egos it made her feel more grown up, hoping that maybe they would take her more seriously as a Kate. Turns out a name doesn’t always have the desired effect.

			‘Thanks, Mum, but it’s not something I can do much about right now. I only found out about an hour ago; let me have time to get used to this first.’ Her defence barriers rose. Her mum always had an opinion, and sometimes Kate craved a simple acknowledgement. Emma, Kate’s younger sister, had always been her mum’s favourite. The one who needed her more. Kate was the academic, straight-­A child – the overachiever, but with a temper that arrived with the teenage change in hormones. Independent and strong-­willed. While Emma shared her brains, she was a highly sensitive child. Friendships were hard for her to form; she struggled to connect with her peers, and instead relied on Kate and her parents.

			She decided to swerve the conversation away from this topic, sensing that it would end badly if it continued along this vein. She didn’t have the strength right now.

			‘How’s Dad? Can I speak to him?’

			The clattering started up again – she could see her mother scuttling around the kitchen, occupying herself with jobs that didn’t need doing.

			‘Up and down, love. Today’s one of his good days, so I’ll put him on.’

			

			Kate poured herself a tea, listening to the shuffling and murmuring at the other end of the phone.

			‘Katy? You there?’ The deep tone of her father’s voice instantly soothed her. His northern accent was comforting and reassuring. Her parents still lived in the suburbs of Sheffield, having never left their first marital home.

			‘Yes, Dad, I’m here. How are you?’

			He didn’t speak straight away, as though reminding himself of how to answer. ‘You know how your mother likes to fuss, but I’m feeling grand.’ Kate could hear the smile in his voice. She was reminded of how the two of them bonded over her mother’s constant nitpicking, giving each other knowing stares and eye rolls across the kitchen table.

			‘That’s good. Have you been doing any painting?’

			‘No masterpieces, but a little, yes – it keeps me out of mischief, and out of your mother’s hair.’ He laughed at his own words. ‘How’s little, little . . .’ Her father coughed. He often did this to cover up his confusion.

			‘Rose? She’s great. She starts her new school on Monday. I think I’m more nervous than she is. I often think she’s more mature than I am, that she’s been here before, as Gran would say. I often worry I’m getting it all wrong with her.’

			‘You’re a good mum. Don’t ever forget that. Try not to put too much pressure on yourself for it all to be perfect, trust me. I was just like you when I was young, working too hard, always looking for the next thing. And look where it got me.’ His laugh turned into a cough. ‘I wish I had stopped and appreciated what I had, before . . .’ His voice trailed off.

			Kate ran a finger around the rim of the mug, thinking about all the questions she still wanted to ask him, all the questions she had been saving up.

			

			His voice returned to sprightly. ‘Best go now, love. Your ­mother’s waiting for me.’ The phone clicked off before she had the chance to say goodbye.

			Kate left her tea untouched on the worktop and stared out into the garden. These relatively new interactions with her father left her feeling disorientated. But the wise words were still there, bringing her the comfort she needed. Against the backdrop of her mother’s twittering and fussing, he had always remained a calming influence. His advice was solid, uncomplicated. He always knew exactly what to say.

			‘Bye, Dad,’ she whispered to herself.

			Cool air drifted through the room. September was her favourite month. The turn-of-the-morning scent, blue-­sky days, a chance for new beginnings. These elusive new beginnings Matthew kept promising her, which seemed to be further and further out of reach.

			A pattern of hazy light formed on the kitchen floor. The patio doors with their square windows, shifting back and forth in the wind. It had been the house that had swayed her in the end. Eased her reluctance to leave the sea. She had fallen for the photos Matthew had sent her online, but when she had seen it for the first time it was even more captivating, with its mismatched cottage style that stood out in a street of pristine modern builds.

			The garden was teeming with herbs and roses, in a chaotic display far removed from their apartment in Hove. Each room was home to different quirks, which she was still discovering. Walls were uneven and damp in places, but she loved that every day so far felt new. Boxes remained stacked in the guest room, the baby’s room, but they were in no rush to unpack. This was their home. They were going to be happy here. She would make sure of that.

			

			Snapping out of her daydream, Kate turned her attention back to the pile of leaflets she’d scattered on the kitchen table, aware she had to make the first step in the moving-on process. But the constant reinvention of herself was taking its toll.

			She didn’t know how much longer she could go on like this. Holding on to lies that might burst out of her at any given moment. Bubbling away like molten lava – under her calm, quiet exterior. Waiting for her to crack.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Rose sat in silence in the back of the car, staring out of the window. Her hands placed on her knees so she wouldn’t mess up her new uniform. Kate glanced at her in the rear-­view mirror, thinking how small she looked. Still a baby to her. Her long curly hair, the colour of sand, tamed into neat plaits. Her face giving nothing away. Was she nervous? She’d talked about her excitement over breakfast, but was that because she knew it was expected of her in such a situation? Kate often marvelled at her daughter’s composure, her ability to adapt herself to different circumstances. Polite with adults, fun with friends. She’d never admit it to anyone, not even Matthew, but she sometimes felt like her own daughter was a mystery to her. What was she really feeling? Was she happy? Surely a good mother should know these things. Wasn’t it an instinct?

			Her daughter looked so fragile right now in her starchy uniform, a putrid lime-­green blazer and boater with a red ribbon tied around it. Kate couldn’t help being reminded of the expensive china doll her Aunt Gilly had gifted her when she was a child. The one she’d have her mum hide in her bedroom cupboard as its small, black eyes would scare her in the night.

			‘Try not to be nervous,’ Kate said, thinking she was probably the more nervous of the two. She hated the idea of placing Rose in an unfamiliar setting, of letting her go when she wasn’t there to protect her. In Hove, they’d sent her to the local state primary school, where she had been thriving. Popular with her classmates and eager to please. Kate had thought it cruel that they should have to move her when she was so settled. Remembering herself what it felt like to be eight, and still so unsure of the world and her place in it.

			

			Rose simply nodded, keeping her gaze fixed on the world outside.

			‘Nearly there now.’

			She turned the wheel, following a line of Range Rovers dominating the country lane. As they entered the imposing school gates, they continued to snake up the long driveway, framed by little pom-­pom shrubs sprouting up from the shiny gravel. The school’s main building looked like it had been superimposed against the blue, autumnal sky. A real-­life doll’s house – a child’s dream. Kate was trying her best to conceal her own nerves. Ordinarily, she loathed small talk and the effort of forming new friendships. Trying to work out who was genuine. Friends came easily at school, but in adulthood, not so much. The scars of what had happened acted like a repellent. With the events of recent weeks, she was even less enthusiastic about customary school gate pleasantries, and she had a strong suspicion the mums at this school would be professional small talkers. She knew she would have to swallow down her cynicism – for Rose’s sake, and Matthew’s. Make the playdates, join in the parental self-­deprecation, and host a decadent coffee morning. Come on, Kate, fit in, be the good teacher’s wife, that’s what we expect, said the voices in her head.

			Kate noticed her before anyone else. Bent down low, hugging another china doll clone. Her coffee-­brown hair falling in loose waves down her back. Obviously putting in the effort for the first school run. She noticed the designer jeans, the cream knitted top that hung slightly off a tanned shoulder. This mum had an aura of togetherness. The way she stroked her daughter’s arm, then swept back her fringe to plant a kiss on her forehead. The girl looked on with a blank expression, back straight like a dancer, before walking through the school doors, flanked by red-­haired twins. Two other mums, equally well-presented though lacking the looks, came up to Perfect Mum, and they shared a reunion hug before launching into what appeared to be easy banter, probably with tales of all-­inclusive holidays and how they had been trying to keep the kids from killing one another over eight long weeks.

			

			‘Just great,’ Kate mumbled under her breath, and inched forward in the car park. It was such a cliché to her. The school, the mums. But then, was it really her that was the cliché? The sceptic with a hint of jealousy.

			‘OK, let’s do this,’ she said to Rose, as she parked in the drop-­off zone. More to herself than her daughter. Kate pinched her cheeks to gain a bit of colour, realizing she’d not made quite the same effort as the other mums. Looking in the drop-­down mirror, her fingertips explored her puffy eyes, circling the deep shadows beneath them. Her stomach still ached from the surgery, a downwards nagging reminding her of what could have been.

			Through a sea of lime green and bobbing straw hats, and boys in blazers looking like they belonged in the City, they made their way to the Principal of the Prep School. A tall woman with strong calves, wearing a pale blue skirt suit. A stature that matched the school. Hands were shaken and names exchanged. All so formal, like a business meeting. Kate was unsure as to whether a curtsy was required.

			

			‘This must be young Rose?’ The Principal took hold of her daughter’s hand.

			‘We’re delighted for you to join us at The Abbey, Rose. I’m Miss Sharp.’ She bent down, making clear eye contact with Rose, her accent straight out of a period drama. As she crouched down, Kate noticed how the tailored suit clung a bit too tightly in places.

			Standing up, the Principal smoothed out the creases from the skirt.

			‘So lovely to meet you, Mrs Wright. We’re so happy to have your husband join us here at The Abbey. I hear he has quite the reputation.’ She drew closer to Kate and whispered that minimal fuss was best, then turned on her heel like Mary Poppins and walked Rose away, a large, angular hand placed between her shoulder blades.

			‘Bye, Rose. Have a wonderful first day,’ Kate called after her, though she doubted she could hear. She was left there waving and smiling as she surveyed the other mums, conscious she looked rather foolish. Rose glanced back and smiled before disappearing through the ornate doors, her rucksack making her look even smaller than she was. Kate slipped her sunglasses down from the top of her head to conceal any sign of her own emotions. As she turned to leave, a hand brushed her arm, startling her.

			‘Hey, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to make you jump.’ Perfect Mum was beaming at her with her perfect teeth. Kate wasn’t expecting the strong American accent.

			‘You’re Rose’s mom, right? I’m Melody.’ She adjusted her designer handbag on her bare shoulder. ‘My daughter Olivia will be in her class. She’s so excited to have a new girl join.’

			‘Hi, yes. I’m Kate. Lovely to meet you.’ She held out her hand, but Melody leant in to kiss her on both cheeks. She smelt floral, of roses or peonies. Kate stepped back slightly to regain her personal space.

			

			‘Is there anything you need help with settling in? It’s overwhelming starting a new school, I imagine. Olivia’s been here since Kindergarten, so we’ve pretty much got it figured out now.’ She had such a bright, open face that it was easy to warm to her, despite the initial intimidating beauty.

			‘That’s really kind of you. To tell you the truth, I’m a bit scared of getting something wrong. The uniform list was rather daunting,’ Kate said, easing into the mum chat she had been practising in her head.

			‘For sure.’ Melody smiled. ‘Don’t you dare detour from the list. I’ve had various notes sent home with Olivia. I feel so mean subjecting her to that god-awful blazer. Not what you want to see with a hangover, let me tell you.’

			Kate laughed. She was surprised by Melody’s lack of pretension. Spying her at ease among the Home Counties mums, she’d assumed she was one of them. But she had a naturalness that was refreshing.

			‘Hey, we should do a playdate with the girls, then Rose can get to know Olivia. Come to mine. The door’s always open.’ She rooted around in her oversized bag for her phone and tapped in Kate’s details. ‘Wait, how about this Friday, after school? I’ll do their supper. Come too, and bring your swimmers so we can use the pool. Do you have any other children?’

			‘No, just Rose.’ The words spilled from her mouth, but inside she felt a pang of emptiness.

			‘OK, well, it’s a date. Looking forward to it already.’ She kissed her on both cheeks again and weaved her way through the other loitering mums. Tapping shoulders on her way to say hello, oozing confidence.

			

			Kate walked back to her car, feeling somewhat relieved after her early morning butterflies. Matthew wouldn’t want her getting too close to the school mums. Especially now he was Deputy Head. ‘Be pleasant,’ he’d said, ‘but don’t get too embroiled in their lives – we need boundaries.’ But Kate was intrigued by this mother.

			Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard after all. Maybe this was the fresh start they all needed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			The day hadn’t started in the best way for Melody. She’d had weeks to get herself ahead of the game when it came to the back-­to-­school mission, but unusually for her, she’d left the finer details until the last minute. In hindsight, she should have organized herself the night before. Retrieved the school bags, found the matching lids for the water bottles, laid out the freshly pressed uniform the cleaner had sorted, and taken Olivia through the routine for the following morning. But Richard was home late, requiring dinner and her attention. So, before she’d even got to the school gates, she’d had to battle with Olivia’s temper. Her daughter had refused to get dressed, spending too long brushing her hair and arranging her scented coloured pencils in order. From experience, Melody knew she should factor in extra time for her daughter, so this was entirely her fault. But it didn’t stop her from yelling at Olivia, which inevitably resulted in her taking even longer with each of her tasks. Melody thought her blood would burst out of her skin as she watched her daughter taking minuscule mouthfuls of her cereal. Mother and daughter scowled at each other across the kitchen island, waiting for the other to break.

			Finally, she was able to cajole her into the car with a promise of an after-­school treat, and took the back streets to get to The Abbey just on time. She couldn’t believe almost nine weeks had passed since they’d last been here. It felt like only yesterday. Melody was grateful to have the routine back which Olivia thrived on, but dreaded the return of the mental load brought on by the pressures of modern-­day parenting. All the clubs to sign up to and homework to micromanage – all self-­imposed, but if you rebelled against it, you felt like you were letting your child down. She took a long breath before exiting the car. Within seconds, she was caught up in the mass of parents slipping bags onto their kids’ shoulders, dusting down their uniforms and planting goodbye kisses. Many of the dads were there, Melody noticed. Richard hadn’t even acknowledged it was Olivia’s first day back. He was gone by sunrise, as usual.

			

			Melody battled through the crowd, a hand on Olivia’s shoulder, steering her up the steps. She regretted not organizing any playdates during the summer. Groups of junior girls and boys had formed at the top of the stairs. Her daughter looked around for a familiar face, not giving away her emotion, but Melody could tell she was panicked. With relief, she spotted the twins arriving with Jayne, one of the class moms, and she waved them over.

			‘Wow. Look at you, Melody,’ Jayne said. ‘Your summer was clearly good.’ She had dressed up for the occasion with a floaty dress and fitted jacket, more suited to a wedding than a school drop-­off.

			‘Ah, thanks, honey. Three weeks in Greece. Richard was losing it towards the end. He couldn’t handle being away from work for that long, and of course he had his laptop with him.’ She would miss out the point that for most of the final week he was either on his phone or holed up in their suite on urgent work calls, paying zero attention to her or the kids. Or that Melody had taken revenge by flirting with the Greek bartender when he did show his face. Best to leave those bits out with this mom. She imagined she’d never even looked at another man besides her darling husband, never mind daydreaming about having sex with them in the laundry room.

			

			‘And you? What did you guys get up to?’

			Jayne was the most positive person Melody knew. If she had spent the summer on the rainy British coast, she would still say it was the best holiday of her life. She didn’t need to hear the answer. As Jayne told her about their hiking trip to France, the new mom from their class caught Melody’s attention. She wasn’t the usual Abbey type – casual clothes, not a scrap of make-­up, a weary posture.

			Melody kissed Olivia goodbye, watching her go off with the twins and praying today would be a good day for her. That she wouldn’t be getting any calls from Miss Sharp. At least give her a week, for both of their sakes.

			Angela and Catherine had arrived too, exchanging hugs and holiday updates. Melody nodded and cooed in the right places as they each described their escapades. These two were more modest than Tara and Lucy – the self-­proclaimed ringleaders of the tribe – but it still felt like a competition. A competition about holiday destinations, but also about who was the more exhausted, who didn’t have any help with the kids, who was more ready for the start of term. She had Richard to fight with about that stuff; she didn’t need the moms too.

			She took the opportunity to extract herself and headed over to the new parent, who was now standing looking lost. Tapping her on the arm, she introduced herself. Up close, she was attractive. Cheekbones she didn’t have to contour, lips that didn’t require filler. Her dark blonde hair was cut just below her shoulders and had a slight wave that appeared natural.

			

			‘Is there anything you need help with settling in?’ she said, conscious of her accent. Kate’s was soft; she was not from around here. Thank God. A fellow outsider. She offered to host a playdate, hopefully getting in before any of the other moms. They wouldn’t be far behind, so she had to strike now. Playdates for the moms were as sought after as the ones for the kids in this village. She had the pool, which gave her a distinct advantage, and her annual pool party was synonymous with the start of summer. They joked it should even be put on the school calendar. Planning for it always began in the autumn, a theme selected for the food and drinks. Richard mocked her for it. He mocked her for a lot of things. She knew the other moms liked her for her parties, her beautiful house, her alcohol collection – she was almost certain they didn’t like her for much else. Maybe here was a mom she could be friends with. A friend that could see she wasn’t only a wife, a mom, a gracious host.

			Someone who simply got her. Before she lost her goddamn mind.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			Kate rattled the key inside the lock; it was loose and fiddly to turn. The sound of her boots on the stairs echoed as she entered the room. It needed a good airing, but it was bright and cool, to her relief. Her very own oasis.

			‘So, what do you think?’ Patrick, the owner of the clinic, reappeared disconcertingly close behind her.

			‘It’s exactly what I was looking for,’ Kate said. ‘I really like it.’

			‘Well, it’s all yours, my darling, it’s been sitting empty for months. I’ll be glad to have some company. Tea?’

			‘Sounds good.’ She followed him through to a tiny kitchen. There wasn’t quite enough room for two without feeling awkward. A microwave, a mini kettle and a Thermos of soup sat on the side. Lunch for one, accompanied by a clinical smell. Kate would soon change that.

			‘Is herbal fine with you?’ He leafed through several sachets and plucked out the lavender one. So, what brings you to Fletching?’

			‘My husband grew up here. He always wanted to come back. How about you?’ Kate said, keen to brush past this as quickly as possible.

			‘Same. The wife never left. Miracle that she even met me really. She was visiting her sister at university. There was absolutely no compromise. We had to move here. That was the deal. I’d have loved London, personally. Kids have all upped and left for the city – don’t blame them – and here we are, both still bumbling around the countryside acting like we’re already retired.’

			

			He cradled a mug, a squished handprint on one side with Best Grandad underneath. This surprised her. He was in good shape, broad shoulders stretching his plain white T-­shirt, and a recent tan giving his bald head a slight sheen. He wasn’t your stereotypical grandad.

			‘So,’ Kate said, deciding to steer the conversation away from the personal stuff. ‘What are the clients like around here?’ Very different from the ones in Brighton, she assumed. She’d miss her eccentric patients and their colourful back stories. She took a sip of the tea, which was too floral for her taste.

			‘They’re a secretive bunch, I’ll give them that. They all seem so dull on the surface, trading the hustle and bustle of London for the monotony of village life. But once you get them started on their secrets, you’d be surprised. Unhappy marriages, affairs, disappointing careers, children who have gone astray. I’ve heard it all. It’s quite a privileged position. It’ll be good to share the load though.’ He placed a hand on her shoulder; it weighed down on her, but she let it stay there.

			‘Will you take it?’

			It was an easy decision for once. ‘Yes. Yes, I think I will.’

			‘Brilliant.’ He clapped his hands together. Excited, like a child at a funfair.

			‘We should celebrate with something stronger. The Old Goose? I need to be the one to introduce you to the delights of our village pub.’ He smiled with his eyes, creases forming in the corners. No wonder clients kept on coming back.

			‘Parental duties, I’m afraid. Another time though.’

			

			He looked deflated.

			‘Would you mind if I have some more time to look around? Take a few photos and measurements?’

			‘Of course, my dear, go ahead.’ He ushered her through to the studio and hovered for a second in the doorway. ‘Welcome, Kate. I can feel we’re going to get along. You have a strong aura. Did anyone ever tell you that?’

			He left to make a few calls, the shape of his black jeans revealing a penchant for working out. No one had ever talked about Kate’s aura before. She felt it was anything but strong. Standing in the centre of her room, she stroked the leather of the physio bed and let a wave of optimism glide over her. Her space, away from being a mum, a wife, a daughter. It protected her, allowed her time to reflect, regroup. To combat the grief and guilt she still carried all these years later. The familiar face flashed in her mind’s eye. She pushed it away, hard.

			Her clinic in Hove had been her sanctuary, her chance to escape. It wasn’t very big or luxurious, but with the windows open it felt as though the sea was lapping by the door. She had loved opening up in the early
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