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CHAPTER 1

She’ll tell him tonight.

Even though he isn’t in the best of moods, a common occurrence lately, she’ll tell him tonight.

Lottie stares through the rain-spattered windscreen into the greyness of the late afternoon. There’s a storm approaching, pewter anvil clouds shrouding the hills on the horizon. Not that the weather will matter to them. They’ll be snug and cosy in the cottage, just the two of them. She can’t wait to see his face when she speaks those words that he probably thought would never come from her mouth. Over a plate of spaghetti bolognaise and a glass of white to celebrate their wedding anniversary, she’ll tell him.

The car swings right and accelerates up the single-track lane, away from the main road, away from the storm ahead. Like the weather, the traffic all the way has been terrible, a stream of cars nose to tail along the M6, heading for the big lights switch-on at Blackpool. It’s always the same, year after year, no matter what time they set off. She’s tried to distract Nick, telling him what went on at her theatre school’s play last week, how the kids had been so excited, even the teenagers who pretended they weren’t, but Nick – as usual lately – hasn’t paid much attention. Instead, he’s huffed and puffed all the way through the jam, ignoring her attempts to engage him in a game of eye-spy, blasting his horn when someone cut in front of him. He hadn’t wanted to go to Fairview this year, had said he was too busy at work, but Lottie had insisted. After the past few months, heaven knows they both need it. A break away from the norm. And the not-so-norm.

She’s flicked stations all the way there, trying to find a song he likes, finally settling on a local channel that plays Eighties music. But now, ten miles away from the motorway, the dual carriageway that hugs the peninsula behind them, the radio signal is lost as the car climbs higher and higher.

And then they’re there, Nick indicating left – although they haven’t seen a car for twenty minutes – heading along the lane, the grazing sheep on either side jerking up their heads at the intruders.

Lottie blinks. Blinks again. ‘There’s a light on. In our bedroom.’ They call it their bedroom, even though it doesn’t belong to them – it’s just the room they always stay in when they visit Nick’s parents’ holiday cottage in the Lakes.

Nick sighs. ‘Thought you’d checked they wouldn’t be here? Told you we should have stayed at home.’

Lottie feels her shoulders ride up. Nick’s parents are supposed to be arriving tomorrow, along with the rest of their friends, a surprise for Nick’s birthday. She’ll kill his mother if she’s come up a day early – it would be just like Gwen to want to spoil Lottie’s carefully laid plans. ‘Shall we just go back?’ she says.

Nick reaches for her hand, gives it a squeeze. ‘Sorry, I know I’ve been a grumpy old sod lately. Work, you know? It’s hard to shake it off.’

‘I’ll shake it off you.’ She gives him a wink, licks her lips in the silly way that always makes him laugh.

‘Let’s hope no one’s decided to come here this weekend, then.’

She feels a drop in her stomach. He’s saying the right words but does he mean them? Nothing in his face or his voice is telling her he wants to whisk her up the stairs and straight onto the bed. Her fingers find her wedding ring, twisting the platinum band round and round.

Fairview comes back into view. There isn’t a light on in their bedroom. There isn’t a light on anywhere. Lottie rubs at her eyes. She must have imagined it. Is this yet another example of her fertile imagination making something up? An image of Tasha, Nick’s former PA, floats into her mind before she shakes it away. She won’t let anything spoil tonight.

Pulling the car to a stop, Nick stares up at the bedroom window, where the thick brocade bedroom curtains are open, before casting a quick glance at the garage. ‘Doesn’t look like anyone’s here.’

He gets out of the car and sprints through the driving rain to the front door. Lottie follows him, grappling with the hood of her jacket, fighting to get it over her head, but the wind whips it away.

The door is locked. Nick fiddles with his keys, finally finding the one he wants. ‘Hello,’ he calls as he steps into the large, open-plan room that covers most of the downstairs. ‘Anyone home?’

Flicking on the light with one hand, Lottie unzips her coat with the other. While it’s not warm in the cottage, it’s definitely aired. Usually, when they first get there, it’s warmer out than it is in, no matter what month it is. There’s silence, apart from the loud tick of the grandfather clock in the corner of the room. ‘Just us, then,’ Nick says, before turning towards the open front door.

‘Aren’t you going to check upstairs?’

‘Don’t be daft, Lots. There’s no one here. Just us.’

‘Nick.’

He shakes his head and then bounds up the stairs before Lottie can remind him to take off his shoes. Gwen won’t be impressed at the dirty marks on the carpet. Nick’s footsteps thump on the narrow floorboards overhead. Fairview is three hundred years old, has been in Nick’s family for ages, a former tithed cottage once bequeathed to a long-dead ancestor, a groundsman for the huge stately home a couple of miles away that is now a chichi hotel.

‘All clear,’ he says, bending down so as not to hit his head on the low doorframe as he comes back into the room. It’s a big space width wise, Nick’s grandfather having bought up the cottages either side and knocked them through, sometime in the 1950s, but the ceilings are low and the walls are crisscrossed by timber beams.

‘Has someone been sleeping in our room?’ Lottie says as they head out back into the dusk to fetch their bags. The rain has eased slightly but there’s a shroud of mist hanging over the hills in the distance. Hopefully it’ll clear by tomorrow. The view, down over the valley, is stunning, something she’ll never get tired of seeing. Rolling hills, deep forest framing them, a glimpse of the edge of Coniston Water far in the distance.

‘So what if they have? It’s not our room, is it?’

Lottie ignores him, pulls her jacket around her and picks up a couple of the carrier bags, leaving the heavy stuff for Nick. She hopes he’s going to lighten up a bit. His mood has gone downhill over the past couple of months, hardly talking to her and then snapping when he does open his mouth. He’s having problems at work but it’s not her fault, is it? And she thought with that woman out of the way everything would be better between them. As he carries their bags upstairs, she sneaks a quick look at his phone that’s lying on the kitchen island. It’s got face recognition on it, but she knows his password, of course. There’s no signal – not surprising as the mobile reception in the cottage is never great. But there are no new messages either. She lets out a long breath. Of course there won’t be.

After checking his work emails for the tenth time, all the while grumbling about the Wi-Fi signal as it dips in and out, Nick gets a fire going, so that the open-plan room is cosy by the time she’s finished knocking together the spag bol.

They sit at the large wooden kitchen table, Nick shovelling the spaghetti into his mouth while she picks at hers. He’s telling her about the latest round of problems with the derelict hotel that four months ago his firm won the contract to redesign. He’s worried the contractor is screwing him over. He’s worried that everything that could go wrong with the build is going wrong.

‘What does Kas think about it all?’ she asks.

‘Kas has his own projects.’

‘Can’t you put your heads together about it?’ Lottie says, even though she already knows the answer. Nick isn’t a collaborator – he likes to work on his own, always has done, not trusting other people to do things the way he likes them done. Whereas Kas is very much a people person – just like her, although in his case too much sometimes with the ladies. She loves working with other people, although she’s loath to admit she’s found her calling in running the theatre group. Just as well she has found her calling though, seeing as she’s going to turn down the role that could have made her.

She checks her phone while Nick rambles on. There’s one bar of signal. Ginger still hasn’t come back to her. She wonders if the casting director has gone back to Los Angeles. But she would have still returned her call, wouldn’t she? Maybe she knows what Lottie is going to say – that she can’t take the job. Nick comes first. Family comes first.

Lottie takes the plates, scrapes the remains of her spag bol into the pedal bin, squirts washing-up liquid into the sink.

‘Leave that,’ Nick says, filling his glass and topping up hers. He hasn’t noticed she hasn’t touched it, that she’s just lifted it to her lips and let the wine stain them.

‘It won’t take a minute.’

‘Lots, come on. Leave it.’ His hands are around her waist, guiding her back to the table where a small box sits on her placemat. It’s wrapped in shiny paper, the corners folded neatly, ribbon and a bow on top.

‘Happy anniversary,’ he says.

Her hand flies to her mouth. She hasn’t been expecting anything. They don’t do presents for anniversaries – coming to Fairview, just the two of them, finding time for each other, is enough. Especially after the last few months. So why this year? She wonders if it’s a gift given out of guilt, before telling herself to stop it, telling the voice inside her head to shut up.

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

Tears prick at the corners of her eyes. ‘We don’t do gifts.’

‘Well, it’s a special one, isn’t it? Ten years? I know it should be tin or aluminium but, well, even I know that’s not very romantic.’

‘We don’t do gifts,’ she says again.

Nick looks down at his hands and then back up at her. ‘I haven’t been very easy to live with these past few months, work and …’ His Adam’s apple bobs up and down as he swallows. ‘And, well, I just wanted you to know I love you, Lots—’

She smiles at their joke. ‘I love you more, Mr Moore.’ And she does. She loves Nick more than anything, has loved him since the day she first clapped eyes on him.

‘Who’s that?’ Lottie had whispered to Ruth as a tall guy with a floppy fringe waved at Ruth as he’d made his way to the changing rooms.

Ruth had stopped pedalling. ‘Nick? I work with him.’

‘Oh my God, he’s gorgeous.’

‘Cool it, sister, you’re red enough as it is,’ Ruth had said.

Lottie had wiped at her face with her gym towel. ‘You didn’t tell me you worked with such a hottie.’

Ruth had rolled her eyes. ‘Doesn’t float my boat.’

Nick pushes the box towards her now. ‘Go on, then, open it.’

‘We don’t do gifts,’ she says for the third time, even though she has got him something. It’s tucked away in her bag, the best present she could ever give him.

‘I’m not expecting a present,’ he says, ‘if that’s what you’re worrying about.’ He reaches for her hand, draws it up to his lips. ‘I just want you, Lots. Nothing more.’

She swallows, stares at his blue eyes, so blue that on their first date she had asked him – as people always do – if he was wearing coloured contact lenses. ‘Nothing fake about me,’ he’d said then, words that at times over the past few months she’s clung on to.

‘Just you,’ he says again.

Lottie sniffs, trying to hold back the tears. These are the words she’s wanted to hear, the words that would have pushed away that horrible, crawling suspicion of what her husband was up to, why he was working later and later, coming home stinking of whiskey.

Her nails slide under the Sellotape, discarding the wrapping paper to reveal a blue box with the words Tiffany & Co embossed on the top.

She opens the box and gasps. An eternity ring, diamonds circling a platinum band, lies on a bed of crushed satin. ‘Oh, it’s beautiful. Gorgeous.’ With her hands on his face, she kisses his lips, breathing him in, her Nick, still her Nick.

‘Put it on then. Here.’

He takes the ring, slides it onto her finger, just as he did with her engagement ring eleven years ago and her wedding ring a year after that. It’s a perfect fit. Just like they are. How could she have ever doubted him? How could she have ever doubted her marriage? Nick wouldn’t let anything come between them – deep down she knows that – wouldn’t let anything or anyone come between them. And nor would Lottie.

He pulls her down to sit on his lap, his hands on her stomach.

‘I did get you something,’ she says. She can’t keep it in any longer. She doesn’t want to keep it in any longer.

‘I told you, I don’t want—’

She gets off his lap and reaches for her bag, takes out a long thin box.

‘A pen,’ he says, ripping at the paper, spotting the Montblanc name. ‘Always wanted one of these. Very fancy.’

He opens the box, his fingers reaching inside and then stops. ‘What? What?’ he says again, before he takes out the pregnancy test stick and peers at it. ‘I don’t understand.’ He turns it over, waves it at her. A pink cross stares back at them. ‘Whose is it?’

‘It’s mine, you idiot. I’m pregnant.’

He shakes his head. Opens his mouth and then closes it again. She’s said some mad things to him these past few months, she knows that now, and he’s looking at her at this very moment as if this is just another of her inane utterings.

‘I’m pregnant,’ she says again.

‘But how? You can’t be.’

‘I can be. I am. Emma said it might happen, didn’t she? And that other consultant we saw before her. They both said sometimes it just does.’

He pulls her back towards him, resting his cheek on her stomach. ‘I promise I’ll look after you, both of you. I’ll never let anyone or anything hurt you,’ he says, softly, as if he’s speaking to the cluster of cells inside her. ‘It’s a miracle.’

It is a miracle, a miracle they’ve finally done it, finally made a part of them. And it’s a miracle they’ve done it in the worst few months of their marriage. They’ve hardly touched each other, only making love a handful of times.

And then he cries, and they’re both crying, and he’s ushering her to the sofa and putting a cushion behind her, and shaking his head, tears rolling down his face.

‘We need champagne. We need to celebrate.’

‘We’ll get some tomorrow.’ She’d been meaning to bring a bottle but had forgotten, left it in the fridge.

Nick goes over to the wine rack in the kitchen. ‘There’s bound to be one here.’ He pulls out a silver-foil-capped bottle before shoving it back in the rack. ‘Prosecco? No, got to be champagne.’

‘Prosecco will do, darling.’

‘We are toasting our baby’s head with champagne. I bet there’s some in the cellar,’ he says, moving over to the white-painted door at the far end of the kitchen. ‘It’s locked. Where’s the key? It’s always in the lock.’ He darts to the front door, picking up the two keys from the keyholder, trying them in the lock of the cellar door, but with no luck.

‘Never mind, I’ll go down to the village.’ He tugs on his boots.

‘You’ve been drinking.’

‘I’ll walk across the fields. It’ll take me half an hour, there and back.’

‘Nick, it’s throwing it down.’ Just as she says the words there’s the boom of thunder in the distance. ‘Honestly, darling, stay here. They’ll charge you a fortune for champagne in the village shop.’ She knows that won’t stop him. Nick’s business is doing well, more than well. They have one of the biggest practices in the area and employ over seventy people.

‘You, my darling, are worth it,’ he says, coming over to her and kissing the tip of her nose.

‘I bet the shop’s closed now.’ She grabs hold of his hand, tries to pull him down onto the sofa with her. ‘And I’m not drinking anyway.’

‘But I am! Me, a daddy, at long last.’ He shakes his head as a grin spreads across his face. ‘I can’t believe it.’

Smiling, she squeezes his hand. She wants to tell him to go easy, there are still many months ahead of them, that everything isn’t cut and dried yet, but she doesn’t want to dampen his spirits, wants them to enjoy this night, to let it fill them with hope and love, so they’ll always have it, even if something does go wrong. And it won’t, anyway. Nothing’s going to go wrong from now on.

‘Don’t be long, then.’ Lottie doesn’t want to be here on her own. It’s so remote and the woods surrounding it are dense and dark. Anyone could be out there. Anyone could be in the cottage. She thinks of the light she thought she saw upstairs. And the heating had definitely been on recently – the house had felt warm and it never did, not even in the height of summer. Maybe Nick’s folks had been up in the week – perhaps his stepfather, Felix, wanted to get to the bottom of the rat problem in the cellar before the big party this weekend.

‘Take the torch and be careful,’ she says as Nick shrugs on his coat and grabs his phone.

‘I’m always careful.’

‘I mean it, Nick. It’s pitch-black out there.’ There’s the flash of lightning in the distance and then another clap of thunder. Lottie gets the torch out of the cupboard and hands it to him before he heads through the door. ‘For God’s sake, don’t get struck by lightning.’

‘You worry too much.’ He kisses her on the cheek and disappears into the howling night.

‘Be careful!’ she shouts, but he’s already gone, the torch lighting both his way and the rain as it splinters through the filthy night.

Lottie switches on some lamps, casting a glance up the dark stairwell before shutting the door to the first floor with a firm push so it catches on the latch. And then she washes the dishes, switching on the radio to fill the silence in the cottage. Some teenage pop star she’s never heard of is performing a concert with the London Philharmonic. At least she knows some of the songs. She hums along and, with the washing up done, makes a start on dusting the living room, smiling at the photos dotted around the place: Nick when he was younger, his mother’s arm around his shoulders, a photo of Gwen and Felix in a frame on their wedding day, Nick shirking at the side, a sullen thirteen-year-old.

She makes herself a weak tea and sits down, switching on the TV, flicking through the channels to see if there’s anything that might catch her attention. The grandfather clock booms nine. What time did Nick leave? It must be at least forty minutes ago. She gets up and goes to the window, peering through the curtains. It’s inky out there. The rain is still hammering down, the wind howling like an injured animal. Hopefully it’s blown the storm away. There’s no moon and no light from Nick’s torch. She’ll ring him – if she can get a signal. She roots in her handbag, pulling out her phone. There’s one bar. Before it disappears she calls him, frowning when his answerphone kicks in.

The phone connected to the landline is sitting on a small table next to the grandfather clock. When she puts the receiver to her ear, there’s nothing. The storm must have brought down the telephone line.

Settling back onto the sofa, she stretches out, laying her head on a cushion. There’s a drama on the TV, the usual stuff about a married couple and a bunny boiler. She yawns and puts another cushion under her head. Bone-tired – that’s the only way she can describe how she feels. Her eyelids grow heavy as she tries to concentrate on the programme.

A bang and a small yelp – just like the one Gwen’s miniature poodle, Scampi, used to make – fill the silence. She opens her eyes as she realises the yelp has come out of her own mouth. All the lights are off, the TV too, and she’s there alone in the silence, alone in the dark, the only light coming from the open fire. ‘It’s just the electricity,’ she says out loud, to make some noise, to convince herself she’s not scared. The electricity is forever going off in the cottage. You can’t have the washing machine on at the same time as the kettle or else everything trips. Felix keeps promising to get it sorted but his head is in the clouds, practical things not his bent. Or maybe everyone’s electricity is out? Maybe the storm has damaged a pylon. Only one way to find out.

She levers herself up, feeling for her phone on the coffee table. It’s half past nine. Nick left an hour ago. What’s taking him so long? She’d try him again but there’s no signal at all now on her mobile. She presses the screen to switch on the torch. She hasn’t much battery left and her charger is in her overnight bag upstairs. Still, there’s enough time to go down into the cellar and trip the switch back on. She knows where the fuse box is – it’s to the right on the wall, not far from the bottom of the stairs.

She glances at the door. She doesn’t want to go down into the cellar. Has Felix got rid of the rats? Vermin definitely aren’t her thing, especially rats with their knowing eyes and thin tails. She’ll wait for Nick to come back. He won’t be long.

She turns off the torch on her phone. Five slow minutes pass. She imagines her eyes might become accustomed to the dark but, after another five minutes, everything in front of and around her is still pitch-black.

She’s being silly. There’s nothing in the cellar that can harm her. The rats will probably be more scared of her than she is of them.

She switches the torch back on, is halfway to the door when she remembers it’s locked. That’s that, then. Nothing she can do. And, anyway, Nick’s sure to be back soon.

Five more minutes pass. Ten.

In the kitchen, her hands search the shelves, the mugs where Felix keeps old screws and the like. The key must be somewhere. And then the torch picks out Nick’s keyring. He always used to have a key to the cellar on there. But he hadn’t mentioned it earlier. Maybe he’d forgotten?

The fifth key on the ring fits the lock perfectly.

The doorknob is stiff, always has been. She gives the door a shove and it flies open. An icy blast makes her shiver. It’s always cold in the cellar, even when it’s thirty degrees outside. She peers down into the darkness. She should just wait for Nick to come back. He’ll surely be here any minute. He wouldn’t want her going down the cellar steps. They’re stone, cold, uneven. Gwen slipped on them only last year and broke her ankle.

She puts her hand on the wooden banister. She’s being ridiculous. She’s just over one month pregnant, and she’s forty-five, not seventy-five. And she’s not scared of the dark. Peering into the gloom, she angles her phone so the light from its torch shines on the steps. Twelve down to the bottom. With a last glimpse at the front door to check Nick isn’t about to come barrelling through it, she pulls the cord for the strip light so that it will come on as soon as she flicks the trip switch.

God, it’s cold. She wishes she’d put on her jacket. And there’s an unpleasant smell, damp mixed with something fetid, something off. Are the rats still here? When she reaches the bottom step, faced with a blank stone wall in front of her, she turns to her right and points the torch at the cellar floor. She hates rats. Slimy creatures, wet fur, those whip-sharp tails and pinprick eyes. Can they jump? Might they be attracted to the light from her phone and lunge at her? Taking a deep breath and telling herself to get a grip, she shines the phone torch at the fuse box. Just as she thought, one of the switches has tripped. She flips up the plastic casing and pushes up the switch. The strip light springs into life, garish, blinding her. She blinks. And then laughs when she spots a bottle of champagne standing proud on a shelf on the opposite side of the room. Of course Gwen would have a bottle of champagne down here. Gwen only drinks champagne. Nick will kick himself when he realises there was a bottle in the house, and that the key to the cellar was on his keyring all along.

Moving towards the shelf where the champagne is, Lottie watches where she’s putting her feet, on the lookout for anything scurrying across the floor. But there’s nothing. Just a silence. And that awful smell. Rats. Felix needs to get a man in – it’s obvious his trips over the summer up to Fairview have been in vain.

Lottie stretches for the champagne bottle but the shelf it’s sitting on is too high for her to reach. There must be something she can stand on. A large cardboard box filled with old paperback books is stacked against one wall. It should carry her weight but the books might shift inside the box when she stands on it. She definitely doesn’t want to fall. And then, stuffed into the corner of the room, behind some piled-up paint pots, she spies the gleam of a metal stepladder. That will do.

She can reach the stepladder but hasn’t got the strength to lift it from behind the cans of paint. With a grumble, she starts to unstack the pots, looking around for an empty shelf to put them on. There’s one on the other side of the room. She lifts two pots and carries them over, sighing when she finds she can’t reach the shelf because there’s something on the floor in front of it, a mound with a green tarpaulin covering it.

She swears under her breath. What is she doing? Nick will be back soon. He’ll have champagne with him.

Her mind made up, she turns quickly, her fingers losing their grip on one of the tins of paint. It crashes to the floor, its lid flying off. She jumps back as red paint splashes onto the tarpaulin. ‘Shit!’

She picks up the paint pot, ramming the lid back onto it. The tarpaulin looks new. Damn. She’ll have to buy Felix a replacement. Perhaps she can wash it though? Or at least scrub at the paint before it dries? There aren’t too many splashes on it. A bit of Vanish might do the trick.

Lifting the corner of the tarpaulin, she pulls at it. It won’t shift. It’s caught on something at the other end.

With a sigh, she lifts up the tarpaulin to investigate what’s trapping it.

And then she stops.

She closes her eyes and then opens them again.

She takes a deep breath in, holds it for a count of four, and then breathes slowly out.

She blinks again.

There’s a foot, at a strange angle. A woman’s foot, clad in a high heel, the stiletto broken.

Lottie’s breath catches in her lungs, wanting to escape in a scream. With shaking hands she shoves the tarpaulin to the side. And yet she has no need to uncover what’s there, not really, for she suddenly knows what she’ll find, what’s lying in the dark corner of the cellar.

There’s a woman on her side, naked except for the high heels, green-tinged skin, long, red hair spilling down her back, her face shoved up against the wall.

A face Lottie doesn’t have to see, for she knows, without a doubt, that it belongs to that woman, Tasha, Nick’s former PA.




THEN





CHAPTER 2

Lottie picked up her phone and unlocked it. Just to check. Just to check the mobile signal hadn’t disappeared, as it did every now and again. Just to check the clinic hadn’t rung and she’d somehow missed the call.

She clicked onto her recent calls list. Hannah had phoned this morning, wishing her luck and telling Lottie she’d read her tarot cards for her and all would be well. Jasper, her agent, was next on the call list, a brief conversation, four minutes and thirty-six seconds, one in which he’d sighed and told her things were still quiet and he would certainly call her as soon as he heard of any, as he put it, interesting possibilities. But there was nothing from the clinic.

What was taking them so long? Her consultant, Emma, had promised she’d be in touch this afternoon as soon as the lab had confirmed how many eggs had been fertilised. It was now ten past five. Did Emma work normal office hours? Would she be clocking off at half past, picking up her bag and rushing home to her family, or was she there late into the night, her loved ones abandoned as she helped desperate couples to become families? She had a daughter – Lottie had noticed the photo of a chubby-faced girl dressed in pink in a silver frame on her desk. Emma might have already left, picking her up from school, cooking her fish fingers or chicken goujons or whatever it was primary school children ate.

But Emma worked for a private clinic, not the NHS. A clinic that, according to its website, ‘put families first’. So maybe she would work as long as she needed to in order to ensure the clinic kept its promise. Lottie and Nick had chosen it because it had a high success rate. Why not throw everything at it, they’d agreed, knowing that it was probably the last throw of the dice for them.

Lottie scrolled through her contacts until she found the number for the clinic. She should call Emma. Put herself out of her misery. She put her hand to her stomach. She’d felt a little tender there for the past four days but then she always did after the operation to retrieve her eggs. Her finger hovered over the green call button. It was nearly quarter past. She would ring them.

‘Hey,’ Nick said as he came through the door, making her jump.

He threw down his laptop bag and planted a kiss on her cheek. She wanted to grab him, snuggle into his embrace, have him hold her and tell her everything was going to be okay. But he strode to the fridge, grabbing a bottle of Peroni off the top shelf. ‘What’s new?’ he said as he rummaged through the cutlery drawer, searching for the bottle opener. Poor Nick. Lottie knew what he wanted to ask, could tell by the way his eyes flitted to everything in the room, everything except her. But saying the actual words, asking if the clinic had called, was too much for him. Nick was the sort of person who preferred not to hear bad news, would rather have another week of waiting – no news is good news and all that – whereas Lottie was itching to know how many eggs had taken.

‘Not much.’

He squeezed her shoulder and then hopped onto a stool next to her, helping himself to a handful of peanuts from a bowl. ‘Uh-oh.’ He nodded at the notepad Lottie had open in front of her. ‘The list lunatic strikes again.’

‘If I don’t write it down, it’ll never get done. Curtain’s up in seven weeks and now it seems I might not have a leading man. Connor’s mum called earlier,’ she said, in answer to Nick’s raised eyebrow. ‘A football tackle. Nasty. Apparently he’s at the hospital, getting it X-rayed. And all the costumes still need to be sorted and—’ She ran her finger down the list she’d started two hours ago. Under the title of the play, Time-Slip, she’d written ten items. Ten items and a lot of doodles. Of flowers, love hearts. Of baby names. She quickly turned over the page and then realising what was on the page facing her, turned that page over too, in case Nick clocked what she’d written there.

‘I thought Hannah was going to give you a hand?’ Nick threw a nut into the air and caught it in his mouth.

‘She has. Been a great help. But she’s got her own work.’

‘Work? In my book, work is when you have to get your backside out of bed before midday, pay tax and—’

Lottie slapped his hand away from the nuts. ‘It’s not easy being freelance, you know. She does work hard.’

‘Yeah, right. Sitting around meditating, or doing that Recky stuff—’

‘Reiki.’

‘Whatever. Call that hard work? I could massage people’s feet all day. Now that would be the life.’ He leant to the side and made a grab for her foot.

‘That’s reflexology,’ Lottie laughed as she kicked his hand away.

‘On second thoughts. Not everyone’s got your gorgeous feet. Urgh. Think of all that hard skin, yellow toenails and—’

‘Okay, I get the picture,’ Lottie said, putting her hand over his mouth and giggling when he licked her palm. ‘What time is the restaurant booked for?’ She glanced at the oversized clock on the kitchen wall. ‘I could have met you there.’ She was touched he’d come home to see if the clinic had made contact, had probably been sitting at his desk all afternoon, waiting for her to call, worrying that she was lying in a heap on the floor, all cried out because it was bad news. Grasping his hand, she lifted it to her lips and kissed his fingers. This was just as hard for him as it was for her, perhaps even harder. She wanted a baby, of course she did, but mainly because she knew he wanted to be a father.

‘Seven for drinks. Pascale’s is booked for eight. We’re meeting in The Tavern first.’ The evening had been arranged for a while, a meal to celebrate Nick’s company winning a six-figure contract to design a new hotel complex. The timing was unfortunate. Tomorrow or the day after, God willing, they’d be dashing down to the clinic in London for the embryo transfer. He’d offered to change the date of the company do but Lottie had reassured him it would be fine, had said a night out – as long as it wasn’t too late a night – would do them good. ‘We don’t have to go,’ Nick said, ‘if—’

Lottie put her hands over her ears before Nick moved them gently away. ‘Sorry.’

‘We said we’d be positive. You know how important Hannah says our mind-set is.’ Tears clogged Lottie’s throat. It would be fine. It had to be. During their last attempt three eggs had been fertilised although only one embryo had been viable. Panic formed a tight knot in her stomach. The numbers were decreasing each time. She tried to put the thought out of her mind. The IVF would work. It had to. Seven failed rounds were enough for anyone. Especially someone who was fast approaching forty-six.

Nick picked up his phone. ‘I’ll book an Uber.’

‘I’ll drive.’

‘I’ll book an Uber.’

She swallowed. So, Nick presumed it would be bad news, thought she would definitely be needing a drink.

‘Done,’ he said, slipping his phone into his trouser pocket.

‘I’ll just finish this list and—’

Nick grabbed at her pad, holding it aloft with one hand, flicking through it with the other, while she stretched to reach it.

‘Nick! Give it back.’

‘Hang on. I thought this was a list about the play. What’s this? Mrs Moore, I hope you aren’t … You are, aren’t you? Balloons? Food? Lots, you promised. It’s not a big birthday, after all.’

‘You’re only forty-three once.’ She grabbed the notepad off him, hugging it to her.

‘Seriously, darling. Let’s just celebrate on our own, just me and you. That’s what we always do.’ He put his arms around her and started to nuzzle at her neck. ‘What do you say? I’m going to be busy with the new hotel complex these next few months. It’ll be nice to have something to look forward to. Eh, Lots? What do you say?’

‘All right,’ she said, the lie easily falling from her mouth, as she pulled away from him. ‘Just me and you at the cottage. Same as always.’

‘Deal?’ He held out his hand.

‘Deal,’ she said, shaking it, crossing the fingers of her other hand behind her back. ‘Now let me just finish my list and then I’ll go and get changed. Mustn’t forget to book the cattery,’ she said as Belle, their Russian Blue, jumped off his seat on the sofa and came towards them.

‘You’re a freak, you know that, right? A listical lunaticical freak.’ He kissed the tip of her nose before picking up Belle and whispering to him, ‘But I do love you.’

‘Are you talking to me or the cat?’ Lottie threw a nut at him. ‘It’s all right for you, Mr Boss Man, you don’t have to do your own organising. You’re lucky, you have me to do that for you here and good old Pauline at work.’

Nick put Belle down and filled his dish with biscuits. ‘Pauline’s divorcing me.’

‘What?’

‘She’s handed in her notice. She leaves at the end of August.’

‘No! Has she finally done it? Is she going to Scotland? She’s always said she’d move nearer to her daughter when she retired.’ She didn’t wait for Nick to reply. ‘Good for her. You’ll miss her though.’

‘Couldn’t have happened at a worse time. But what can I do?’ Nick shrugged, snatching up another handful of nuts. ‘And, anyway, Ruth has found me the perfect replacement.’

‘Oh?’

He chewed and then took a swig of his lager. ‘Someone who’s been working as a temp for us. She’s very good. Ruth rates her. I haven’t spoken to her much.’

‘The big boss can’t be wasting his time with the underlings, eh?’

‘Precisely. And, anyway, that’s what I pay Ruth for. Hiring and firing.’

‘Well, if she’s half as good as Pauline, you’ll be okay. What’s her name?’

Nick threw his empty bottle in the recycling bin and helped himself to another from the fridge, opening it and taking a swig before he answered. ‘Natasha, I think.’

‘You think? Nick, she’s going to be your right arm. It would help to know her name.’

‘Natasha, yes. It’s Natasha. Everyone calls her Tasha though, but it would be Natasha, right? I’ll call her Natasha. Tasha seems a bit too familiar.’ He cracked his knuckles. ‘I am the boss, after all.’

‘Where’s she come from again?’ Lottie asked, checking her phone to see if she still had a signal. Three bars.

‘Oh, it’s an internal promotion. She was doing some temping in the accounts department and was keen to get something permanent. Ruth says she’s great. Enthusiastic and young and—’

‘How young are we talking?’ Lottie put down her phone. ‘Does she have enough experience? Pauline’s been your PA forever. There’s nothing she doesn’t know about what goes on in your office. And that can only come with years of learning on the job.’

‘I don’t know – early twenties, maybe? I didn’t ask. You can’t ask anything in the interviews these days, can you?’ Nick wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Or else you’ll have the heavy brigade down on you.’

‘And rightly so.’ Lottie picked up her pad and studied the list she’d made. There was so much to do before opening night. This year’s play had to be a success. Another theatre school had opened in the centre of Manchester, owned by some up-and-coming actor who’d had a small role in a James Bond film. Some of the pushier mums had already moved their kids there. ‘Do you think you’ll get on? Does Pauline like her? Is she nice?’

‘Pauline’s very nice, you know that. Nicer than my own mother.’

‘I can’t argue with you there.’ She pointed her pen at him. ‘Anyway, are you avoiding the question? Is she some supermodel type with the brains of Stephen Hawking?’

‘Pauline?’

‘Very funny. This Natasha or Tasha, or whatever her name is.’

Nick started to pinch at her waist, trying to tickle her. ‘Is wifey jealous?’

Giggling, she slapped his hands away. ‘I’m not sure a twenty-something would be interested in an old crock like you, darling.’

‘Hey, I’m not forty-three yet.’ He laughed. ‘You’re probably right though. She’s just a kid. Talking of which … has the clinic called?’ And there it was, out there, what Lottie had been waiting to hear as soon as Nick arrived home: the question stuck in his throat, the question he’d been dancing around.

‘No.’ As soon as the word left her mouth, her mobile started to buzz. They both peered at the screen, knew it was the clinic, knew the number off by heart.

She pressed the answer key, put the phone on loudspeaker. Nick clutched her hand, his thumb rubbing hers.

‘Mrs Moore?’

‘Hi, Emma.’

‘Hi, Lottie. How are you doing?’

I’m annoyed you’re exchanging pleasantries with me when all I want you to do is to tell me if any of the eggs have fertilised, she wanted to say, but didn’t. ‘Fine, thanks,’ she said instead. ‘You?’

‘Yes, well, thanks.’ Emma paused. Just a brief pause, a millisecond probably, but it was enough to tell Lottie that it wasn’t good news. ‘Is Nick there with you?’

‘I’m here.’ Nick put his arm around Lottie, drawing her in so tightly she felt as if he might break her shoulder bones. And yet, it felt comforting, the citrusy, fresh scent of his aftershave, the smell of him, and the weight of his chest, his arm around her, something solid to hold on to when everything else was slipping away.

A tear made its way from Lottie’s eye all the way down her cheek, dropping from her chin, landing onto her notepad. She wanted to end the call, turn the phone off, throw the bloody thing at the wall so it would smash into pieces, anything to stop the words she knew Emma was going to say.

Lottie lay in the bath, a glass of wine at her side, nearly empty. Belle sat on the closed toilet seat lid, as he always did when Lottie was in the bath.

Nick wiped his face with a towel. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind? I can stay here. It’s no problem; people will understand.’

‘You haven’t told anyone? Nick?’ She’d kill him. They’d said they’d keep this attempt to themselves, were tired of people constantly asking them how ‘the baby thing’ was going, were tired of their commiserations when they said badly. She hadn’t even told Ruth. Hannah knew, of course she did – there wasn’t much that got past her best friend.

‘No one knows.’ Nick bent down, pecking her on the lips. ‘It will happen, Lots. We will have a child of our own one day. We should try again.’

‘I can’t think about that now.’

‘I know, darling.’ He patted some aftershave onto his neck. ‘You’ll be okay?’

‘I’ll be fine. Top my glass up before you go, will you?’

‘Drinking’s not going to help, Lots.’

She pursed her lips, trying to hold in the words she wanted to scream: that right at that moment drinking was the only thing that would help.

A minute later and he was back, putting the glass on the side of the bath. ‘You will be careful, won’t you, darling?’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t be doing a Whitney on you.’

He frowned.

‘She drowned in the bath? Although I think drugs were her downfall, not the drink.’

Nick’s Adam’s apple bobbed as a shadow passed across his face. She wanted to stuff the words back into her mouth. ‘I’m sorry. What a bloody stupid thing to say.’

He ran his hand through his hair. ‘I’m not going.’

God, she really was a prize idiot. Nick didn’t like to talk about Louise, his first wife. And he certainly didn’t like to talk about the fact that she’d taken her own life. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘Come here.’

She kissed him, hard, trying to convey in her kiss that she would never leave him, like Louise had done.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ he asked.

‘I’ve told you, I’ll be fine.’

‘I won’t be late.’ He gave her a last kiss before he checked his reflection in the mirror, pushing his fringe out of his eyes.

‘Have a good time,’ she said as he shut the bathroom door behind him.

She waited until the front door slammed before she let the tears fall. Huge, hiccupping sobs filled the bathroom. Belle lifted his head and meowed at her. She took a swig of wine, and then another, trying to calm herself, telling herself it would be okay, she would get through this – they would get through this. But no matter how loud the positive angel on her shoulder spoke up, the devil on her other shoulder drowned it out. She was useless, hopeless. She’d failed at becoming a mother. Hannah said children were souls, just waiting for the right parents to be born to. Lottie had snorted but it had been comforting, in a way, what she’d said, the belief that her child, their child, was out there, waiting somewhere for her. Only now, it wasn’t comforting any longer – it seemed no child wanted her as a mother.

She really was useless. It wasn’t even as if she could call herself a career woman – she’d failed at that too. The acting parts had dried up over the years, forcing her to do the one thing she’d always said she’d never do – start a theatre group. And even that wasn’t going well. It limped along, children forced there by parents who believed their child was the next big thing, only one or two of the kids with any natural ability. And even those, once they reached adolescence, found experimenting with sex and booze much more tempting than pretending to be someone else in a dusty community centre.

She should give it up – it wasn’t like they needed the money. But then what would she do? The only castings Jasper got her these days were for training company videos and she couldn’t even manage to land them. No one wanted a washed-out, over-the-hill, forty-five-year-old. Everything was starting to drop – her skin, her bottom, the bags around her eyes – the camera wasn’t kind to her anymore. And with HD – she shuddered – she couldn’t even go there. It wasn’t that there weren’t parts for the more mature woman, there were, but they seemed to be dominated by a handful of actresses who’d served their time in soaps and who graced the gossip pages of the tabloids.

She reached for one of Nick’s T-shirts that was hanging out of the dirty laundry basket next to the bath. Wiping her face with it, she breathed in the scent of him, that earthiness of his sweat that she’d be able to pick out anywhere, mixed with the citrusy smell of the Acqua di Parma aftershave he always wore. Thank God for Nick. At least she had him. He’d been a rock throughout her fertility issues, never once making her feel that their inability to conceive was all down to her. When, of course, it was.

She took another swig of her wine as she remembered their very first appointment with a gynaecologist. The briskness with which he’d summed up her infertility, the tears afterwards as she told Nick she wanted a divorce, begging him to go and find someone who could give him the child he longed for. She hadn’t meant it, of course she hadn’t. She was just looking for the reassurance that Nick wouldn’t cast her aside, wouldn’t find someone else to build a family with. And he had reassured her. Why wouldn’t he? He loved her.

She sank back into the bath. Okay, so she didn’t have a baby, or a career, but she had Nick. She had a husband who loved her.

She picked up her phone and opened up the gallery, flicking through the photos of him, pausing at the one taken in the bedroom of their ski chalet in St Moritz earlier in the year. She’d caught him deep in thought, a side view of his face, that jaw, his sexy stubble, the brown floppy hair. Her stomach still did that flip thing it did whenever she saw him. She googled him, as she often did, wanting to see his successes on the page in front of her. Nick Moore. Renowned architect. He’d been long-listed for a prestigious prize a few years ago, or rather the building he’d worked on had. She scrolled through the images of him, clicking on her favourite one, the one on the team page on his company website.

She scrolled further down the page. Everyone who worked at the company was on the website. ‘We’re a team,’ Ruth always said, ‘so why should it just be the directors on the website?’ Her finger stopped at Pauline, lovely Pauline who’d sent her some flowers when the last IVF attempt had failed. She’d miss her when she moved to
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