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      ‘Promise me something.’ Peter had said it lightly, almost jokingly, but Maggie knew him well enough to hear the seriousness beneath it. ‘If things get bad… if the MS takes a turn… you won’t feel you have to stay.’

      Maggie had stared at him across the kitchen table, stunned for a moment by the quiet fear in his voice. Then she reached across and took his hand. ‘That’s not how love works,’ she told him.

      Maggie Lloyd still remembered that conversation whenever Peter tried to pretend he wasn’t worried about the future. In her professional life, she remained Maggie Sayer, therapeutic counsellor. The name had become part of her identity long before Peter entered her life, and he understood why she kept it. Inside the calm, private space of her consulting room, where people entrusted her with their deepest fears and griefs, she needed to be wholly herself.

      Their life together had been a whirlwind for both of them. Joy and shock had arrived hand in hand, carrying them from moments of deep happiness to sudden emotional lows. Yet through it all, their love had proved remarkably resilient. Together they had formed a partnership neither of them had expected to find again, a union built on honesty, humour, and a quiet determination to face whatever life chose to throw at them.

      Their relationship had still been new and fragile when the first bombshell fell, and Peter had been diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. If Peter had followed his first instinct, they might never have married at all. Unable to bear the thought of Maggie losing another husband, he had briefly considered ending their relationship before it grew any deeper. Both of them already knew far too much about loss.

      For Maggie, loss had been the death of her first husband, Chris, several years earlier, after just three short years of marriage. Peter’s own marriage had ended in divorce long before they met, and neither of them had expected life to offer them another chance at happiness. But Maggie had learned something from grief that Peter did not yet fully understand. Life rarely offered guarantees. Waiting for certainty meant missing the moments that mattered. So instead of stepping away, Maggie did something that surprised them both. She proposed to him.

      Looking back now, she could still picture the astonishment on Peter’s face before relief slowly replaced it, and he said yes. That simple answer gave them both a fresh beginning, and they learned to treat each new day as a gift. Peter confronted his illness with pragmatic determination, often using humour when things became difficult.

      There was no cure for MS. They both knew that, but treatments were improving rapidly, and so far, Peter had responded well. As he liked to say, there were still far more good days than bad, and Maggie intended to make the most of every one of them.

      Her work helped enormously. Therapeutic counselling had once helped to save her when her world collapsed after Chris died. In those dark months, she painfully discovered how ill-prepared she was for the tidal force of grief. Counselling guided her slowly through the fog of bereavement, helping her rebuild a sense of herself, piece by fragile piece.

      What started as healing soon became a fascination, and Maggie found herself drawn to psychology and to understanding how people survive heartbreak, trauma, fear, and loss. The safe but uninspiring job she’d held as a clerical officer no longer felt enough, and eventually, she made the bold decision to retrain as a counsellor, a leap that changed the course of her life.

      Now, years later, she could not imagine doing anything else. Most of Maggie’s work took place at the health centre in Fenbridge, where local GPs referred patients who needed emotional support as much as medical treatment. She also saw a handful of private clients who had heard of her through recommendations. Over the past year, however, she’d reduced her hours.

      Peter was still working full-time as a partner in a small architectural firm, often working from home to save his energy and avoid long journeys. Maggie wanted to be with him more, to share ordinary moments that once might have seemed insignificant but now felt quietly precious. But still, her work remained deeply important to her.

      One of the things Maggie loved most was the variety of people she met. In a typical week, she might see ten clients, each carrying their own private burdens, relationship breakdowns, anxiety, grief, loneliness, secrets they’d never spoken aloud before.

      In recent years, counselling has almost become fashionable, a word Maggie sometimes felt diminished its true value. But she preferred to see the change in a more hopeful light; people were finally talking. Doctors and patients alike were becoming more open about emotional suffering in a way that previous generations rarely had, and there was growing recognition that mental health mattered just as much as physical health. Often, what people needed most was surprisingly simple. A safe room, a patient listener, and someone who genuinely cared.

      Maggie knew that many of her clients left feeling lighter simply because, for the first time, someone had truly heard them. And yet she could never quite shake another thought. The rise in counselling might be a sign of progress, but it was also a silent reflection of the pressures and loneliness of modern life. In a society that claimed to be more connected than ever, an astonishing number of people still felt completely alone.
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      Driving out to the west side of town on Thursday morning, Maggie was grateful to have avoided the rush-hour traffic in what was a notoriously congested area. Being early for the appointment was deliberate, as the new housing estate she was heading for was unfamiliar territory, and Maggie possessed absolutely no sense of direction. She was frequently known to get lost in car parks, much to her friend Sue’s amusement.

      She had been to the estate once before, a few years ago, when she and Sue had spent a slow Sunday afternoon wandering around the show homes. They’d been impressed, not only with the houses but with the whole layout of the estate, which felt thoughtfully designed and welcoming. Built on reclaimed industrial land, the development bordered a protected nature reserve that would never be built on.

      Maggie and Sue had wandered through the show homes in awe, their eyes on stalks at the endless list of ‘extras’ and ‘upgrades’, and the impressive price tags that accompanied them. Today, Maggie was returning to the estate to meet a private client, Ruth Duncan, for the first time. The young woman had been given Maggie’s name by a friend and sounded bright and relaxed on the phone, giving no hint as to why she wanted to see a counsellor. The only information she’d offered was that she was deputy head at a local primary school. Friday mornings were her preparation time, with no classes to teach, and therefore the most convenient time to meet.

      Stepping out of the car, Maggie locked the door and paused for a moment in the warm sunshine. The gentle heat seeped into her shoulders, bringing with it a sense of peace, a simple, almost surprising feeling of being glad to be alive. There’d been a time when she thought she might never feel that again, and a feeling she hoped Peter shared.

      The Duncans’ house was a three-storey townhouse at the end of a row, with a larger-than-average garden and generous parking space. Ruth answered the door with a warm smile and ushered Maggie inside.

      The interior lived up to Maggie’s expectations: neutral décor, modern furniture, everything carefully chosen and perfectly placed. It had the same polished feel as the show homes she remembered, yet warmer somehow, rich textures and subtle colours softening the clean lines of the rooms. It was clearly the work of someone with an eye for design.

      Ruth led her through to the garden room, where the spring sunlight streamed in through wide windows. They sat opposite each other for a moment, each quietly gathering their thoughts. The two women were similar in height and build, though Ruth looked perhaps nine or ten years younger than Maggie. She had fair skin and pale hair, a contrast to Maggie’s olive complexion and auburn curls.

      ‘Can I get you a coffee?’ Ruth asked.

      Maggie thanked her but declined. First meetings were always delicate. There was a balance to maintain, professional distance on one hand, warmth and trust on the other. Being in a client’s home could blur those boundaries even further.

      Maggie briefly explained the usual counselling agreement before asking gently, ‘Where would you like to start?’

      Ruth took a breath. ‘I have some rather difficult decisions to make.’ She paused, choosing her words carefully. ‘I think I need help sorting things out.’

      Maggie gave a small, encouraging nod.

      ‘Perhaps it would be best to start at the beginning,’ Ruth continued. ‘Andy, my husband, and I have been married for eight years now, almost nine, and for the last six of those years, we’ve been trying to have a family.’ She hesitated before continuing, ‘I have endometriosis. I know that doesn’t necessarily mean I can’t conceive… and in fact I have conceived, four times.’ Her voice softened. ‘But each time I miscarried at around ten weeks.’ The room fell quiet.

      Until that moment, Ruth had spoken calmly, almost as if recounting someone else’s story. Now she looked at Maggie uncertainly, as though unsure where to go next. The composure she’d displayed was crumbling, revealing something far more fragile beneath. Her eyes grew wider, glassy with unshed tears.

      Maggie spoke gently. ‘Would you like to talk about the miscarriages,’ she asked, ‘or about how you’re feeling now? Take your time, Ruth. You don’t have to say anything you’re not ready to say.’

      ‘What, just sit here in silence?’ Ruth attempted a faint smile.

      ‘If it helps,’ Maggie replied, returning the smile.

      Ruth gave a small laugh, though it carried little humour. ‘I’m sorry. This all feels a bit strange. The idea of talking to a counsellor and having my problems magically sorted out seemed sensible when I booked the appointment… but now I feel awkward.’ She folded her hands together. ‘The truth is, I don’t know what to do. I have all these emotions churning around inside me, which isn’t like me at all. I’m usually very in control. But lately I feel… desperate.’ She hesitated again, as though embarrassed by the admission.

      ‘I’ve even started resenting other women with children. I’ll see girls in the street pushing prams, girls who look barely old enough to be mothers, and I feel jealous. In my head, I’m judging them, telling myself they’ll probably be terrible mothers. And all the time I’m thinking, it should be me. I should be the one with the baby.’ Her voice trembled.

      ‘Mothers at school complain about their children as if they’re burdens, and it makes me so angry. Then I feel awful for judging them. You probably think I’m a terrible snob.’

      Maggie shook her head gently but let Ruth continue.

      ‘And then there’s Andy.’ Ruth’s expression softened. ‘He’s been wonderful, honestly, and would make such a brilliant dad. But I’m the one letting him down. It’s my body that isn’t working properly, not his.’ She looked down at her hands. ‘It might be fine now… but what about the future? What if one day he decides he’d rather find someone who can give him a baby, and he ends up resenting me?’

      ‘Has Andy said anything that makes you think you’re letting him down?’ Maggie asked.

      ‘No,’ Ruth admitted quietly. ‘But I don’t know how he’ll feel in the long run.’

      ‘Do you think you could talk to him about these fears?’

      Ruth’s gaze drifted across the calm, comfortable room before settling on the window. ‘I’m not sure. He’s such a good husband,’ she continued softly. ‘Which makes me feel even worse. I know how lucky I am. I have a lovely home, a good job, and a supportive partner… but I’d give it all up in a second and live in a hovel if it meant I could have a baby.’ Ruth pressed a hand lightly against her stomach.

      ‘It feels like there’s this knot inside of me, a mixture of anger and despair, and it’s tearing me apart. I don’t like feeling this resentful. I’m frightened I’m turning into a bitter person.’ She swallowed, blinking back tears. ‘Andy has mentioned adoption. But if I’m honest… that scares me. I don’t know if I could love someone else’s child the same way.’ Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. ‘I just want my own baby.’

      Mentally re-running the conversation on her way home, this was one case which needed very little imagination for Maggie to put herself in Ruth’s shoes. Here was a woman who appeared to have everything she could want in life, except the one thing she valued above all else, a baby. Maggie, too, had agonised with her feelings when coming to terms with being childless, yet she recognised that Ruth’s situation was rather different to her own. At forty-five, Maggie had come to accept that she would never bear children. It was an old wound, but still painful at times, and it was therefore quite easy to understand some of the emotions Ruth had expressed.

      Maggie’s mind drifted back to her own childhood, playing with her dolls and pretending to be their mummy, as most little girls do. When she married Chris, her first husband, they planned to have children when the time was right, erroneously assuming they had all the time in the world. Chris hoped for a boy to play football with and a girl who would turn out to be like her mother. Maggie laughingly warned him that with two females in the house, he wouldn’t stand a chance of getting his own way, and a little girl would probably be able to wrap him round her little finger from the day she was born. Chris had grinned at the thought, declaring it to be a risk he’d gladly take. Would they have made good parents? What would their children have looked like? These were questions to which she would never know the answer. Even now, when she thought she was over the pain, Maggie would occasionally see a heavily pregnant woman and wonder how it felt to have that new life nestled beneath your heart, to feel a tiny foot, or an elbow, and to endure the pain and ecstasy of bringing a child into the world.

      Suddenly, Maggie found herself at the surgery. She parked the car and took a few deep breaths to compose herself before going inside. Consciously shifting her thoughts to her present world, she smiled. She was lucky to have Peter and his two wonderful daughters, and there was little Emma, too, Jane’s daughter, whom she loved as if she were her own grandchild. Not for the first time, Maggie counted her blessings and was grateful.
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      The surgery was buzzing with activity as Maggie weaved her way past the queue at reception, but then it was rarely quiet. She had no sooner closed her office door than her thoughts were interrupted by a quiet knock. Sue, one of the practice receptionists and her closest friend, poked her head around it.

      ‘You haven’t forgotten tonight, have you?’ Sue said brightly. ‘I’ll be deeply offended if you have.’ She placed her palm on her heart in a dramatic gesture.

      Maggie laughed. ‘As if you’d let me forget. I’ve had daily reminders.’

      ‘Well, someone has to keep you organised.’ Sue was cooking dinner for Maggie and Peter and making quite an occasion of it. She and her husband Alan were married a few months before Maggie and Peter, and Sue was still enjoying playing hostess, even with a three-year-old daughter to care for. With Alan working irregular shifts as a detective, arranging an evening together usually required military planning.

      ‘We’re really looking forward to it,’ Maggie said. ‘Peter’s even gone for a haircut in your honour.’

      Sue snorted. ‘Alan’s probably doing the same. Well… what’s left of it.’ She never missed an opportunity to tease her husband about his prematurely thinning hair, though he took it with good humour. Everyone could see how devoted they were to each other.

      When Maggie had first discovered that Sue and Alan were a couple, she’d thought them an unlikely match. Sue had been known as something of a man-eater, the last person anyone expected to settle down. Yet Alan, quiet, steady, and nothing like Sue’s usual type, had swept her off her feet, and she was still clearly besotted. They were now happily married with a three-year-old daughter, Rose, and another baby on the way.

      ‘I’m just heading off now,’ Sue said. ‘Dentist first. Then I’ve got a list as long as my arm to pick up for tonight.’

      ‘Dentist?’ Maggie winced. ‘You have my sympathy. I hate the place.’

      ‘Same here,’ Sue said. ‘All that poking and scraping. And then they present you with the bill, the most painful part.’

      Maggie laughed at the face she made.

      ‘I swear,’ Sue went on dramatically, ‘I’m single-handedly funding his next Caribbean cruise.’ She wiggled her fingers in farewell. ‘See you later.’

      Maggie sighed and settled down to make a few notes on her visit to Ruth Duncan. She generally kept notetaking to a minimum, but it was important to remember facts pertinent to the client, and memory sometimes failed. She was looking forward to her evening at Sue’s – it would probably be the last time her friend would feel like entertaining, as she was fast approaching eight months pregnant.

      The evening passed pleasantly with laughter and good food. Maggie and Peter praised Sue’s cooking enthusiastically, and, judging by the empty plates, the compliments were well deserved. Sue entertained them with a wildly exaggerated account of her dental appointment, and by the time they carried their coffee into the lounge, everyone was relaxed and comfortable.

      Waving away offers of help with the washing-up, Sue was adamant. ‘Absolutely not. The dishes can wait. I’m not missing the gossip.’

      Alan leaned back in his chair. ‘Good. Because I feel like I’ve been away for months. What’s been happening while I’ve been stuck on shift?’

      ‘You’ve missed an ante-natal class,’ Sue scolded him, then turned to her friends. ‘Did I tell you about the last one Alan came to?’

      ‘No, but now you’ll have to,’ Maggie said.

      ‘Well, we’ve been doing relaxation techniques and learning how to breathe. Ridiculous really, I’ve been breathing successfully since the day I was born. Anyway, there were these foam mats, and we were told to lie in a comfortable position and close our eyes. I was on my side, baby’s getting too heavy to lie on top of me, and it makes my back ache. Alan was on the mat beside me, and the midwife was droning on about breathing deeply from our core, then tensing muscles from our legs right up through the body, before consciously releasing them to become totally relaxed. We were all concentrating so hard when all of a sudden, my buffoon of a husband began to snore. How embarrassing! Everyone laughed, and I actually had to wake him up with a pretty hard dig in the ribs.’

      Maggie could just picture the scene and also imagine how Sue would never let Alan forget the incident. The evening continued in a similar fashion until, reluctantly, Maggie and Peter took their leave, thanking their hosts and promising to return the compliment soon.
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      Maggie guarded Friday afternoons jealously and rarely booked clients, private or otherwise, so she could enjoy a few precious hours entirely to herself. It was her ‘me time’. Sometimes she met Sue for lunch, other weeks she used the time to browse the shops or visit the hairdresser. If Peter happened to be working from home and felt up to the exercise, they would share a light lunch before taking their dog, Ben, out for a leisurely walk. Ben was getting old and didn’t walk fast or far, which suited Peter, and often preferred to stay at home curled up with their cat, Tara.

      Although Maggie would never share details of her work with Peter, she occasionally allowed herself to offload a little of the emotional weight she carried. As that Friday afternoon had turned fine and dry, they set off after lunch to exercise Ben and blow away the cobwebs of the working week.

      Walking and talking always felt like therapy to Maggie. They did their best thinking when they were out like this, working through small problems or discussing decisions they needed to make, without the constant interruption of ringing telephones.

      As they reached the edge of the copse, the spot where Maggie had once been assaulted by the husband of a client, Ben began to strain eagerly at his lead. Peter unclipped it, and they watched him waddle into the trees, tongue lolling and tail wagging in frantic little circles. The comical sight made them both smile. They continued strolling slowly along the edge of the trees, giving Ben time to explore territory he must surely know intimately after the hundreds of walks they had taken there.

      Their conversation drifted to their impending house move. ‘I’ll miss this walk,’ Maggie said. ‘And I’m sure Ben will too. All things considered, we’ve been very happy in our little house here.’

      ‘I know,’ Peter replied, ‘but having a bit more space will be great. And I’m looking forward to having a proper home office.’

      ‘And what’s wrong with my old kitchen table?’ Maggie asked, giving him a playful prod in the ribs.

      ‘Absolutely nothing.’ He grinned. ‘But I’ve already promised it to the Scouts for bonfire night.’

      She laughed. In truth, they were both excited about the move. Peter’s flat had been far too small for the two of them and their pets, so after they married, they settled into Maggie’s modest terraced house, knowing it would only ever be a temporary arrangement.

      With the money from the sale of Peter’s flat, they had bought an old barn, perfect for conversion into a comfortable single-storey home. It stood on the west side of town, not quite out in the countryside but far enough away from the busy built-up areas.

      The barn was one of four adjoining plots they had considered, and it was the one they eventually chose. There was plenty of outdoor space, mostly a large cobblestone courtyard, which Maggie could already picture filled with huge pots of trailing geraniums and overflowing window boxes. A six-foot stone wall enclosed the courtyard, shielding it from the worst of the weather and providing a welcome sense of privacy, while a double gate allowed vehicle access. The house itself faced south, with open countryside stretching out both front and back, perfect for long walks, and an ideal sun trap where they could relax and enjoy their free time.

      Since work on their home had started, the other three plots had also been sold. Two were being converted into single dwellings similar to theirs, while the largest had been bought by a local builder. His plan was to demolish the old outhouses and build six new houses, all constructed with reclaimed stone and designed to blend with the character of the surrounding properties. Planning permission had already been granted, and Peter’s firm had been commissioned to design them. It would create a small community, and as the development lay barely a mile from the edge of town, there was little chance they would ever feel isolated.

      Of all the properties, Maggie and Peter’s home was the closest to completion. Peter’s business partners, Richard and Charles, had gifted the architectural plans as a late wedding present, and over the past year, the newlyweds had watched with growing excitement as their small piece of history was lovingly restored.

      Now, at last, the decorators had added the final brushstrokes, their ladders and dust sheets gone, signalling that the end was no longer a distant hope but something within reach. The rooms, once hollow and echoing, had started to take on a warmth of their own, as if the house was waking up, stretching into its new identity.

      Tomorrow, Saturday, would be the moment of truth. They would walk the rooms with the builder, eyes searching for imperfections, a ritual of scrutiny, but also of pride. And the carpet fitter would be busy in the house, softening the space, and transforming it from a construction site into something unmistakably theirs.

      Their anticipation was almost tangible, a sense that something important was about to begin. The house would not just be a place to live, but the backdrop to everything that would follow. Maggie and Peter could almost see it: lazy Sunday mornings with sunlight spilling across the new floors, and laughter drifting through rooms filled with furniture chosen piece by piece, moment by moment.

      For the first time in months, their weekends would no longer be ruled by decisions and deadlines. And as they stood on the edge of completion, there was a quiet thrill in knowing that this wasn’t the end of the process, it was the beginning of their life within it.
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      ‘You know there’s nothing we can do, don’t you?’ Mary Green looked across the desk at her deputy head, Ruth Duncan. Her tone was gentle but firm, the words as much a statement as a question.

      ‘But Mary, you should see the child.’ Ruth leaned forward, unable to hide her concern. ‘She’s so quiet and listless. There’s no life in her at all, which isn’t normal for a five-year-old. I don’t think she’s eating properly either, which would explain the lethargy. She’s so thin… and pale.’

      Mary studied her deputy for a moment. This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. She removed her reading glasses and set them carefully on the desk before replying. ‘We’ve already done what we can by informing social services.’ Her voice softened. ‘What you’re suggesting, Ruth, is neglect. And you know how difficult that is to define, let alone prove. We’re not qualified to say whether the girl is malnourished. The child protection team know the family and is monitoring the situation. If you ever see signs of physical abuse, that would be different. But for now, we really have gone as far as we can.’

      Ruth sighed, a deep frown appearing on her forehead. ‘Yes… I know.’ She hesitated. ‘It just breaks my heart to see Lucy like that. She looks as if she needs a good bath, a hot meal, and a whole heap of affection. Heaven knows when she gets any of that.’

      Lucy, the child in question, had joined Ruth’s class the previous September. She was a tiny child with pale, almost translucent skin, an elfin face, and badly cut mouse-coloured hair that hung in thin strands around her cheeks. Her three older brothers attended the school as well. Ruth had only taught one of them, but all three had a reputation for trouble. It was hard to believe Lucy came from the same gene pool; her brothers were big-boned, loud boys with cropped hair and a permanently defiant air. Lucy, by contrast, barely seemed to take up any space.

      There had been little parental involvement in the boys’ schooling, no interest in homework, and no attendance at school events, though sadly, they weren’t the only family in that category.

      Ruth had rarely seen Lucy’s mother. The one time she had been forced to seek her out was when Lucy had come to school with head lice. Explaining the school policy, that Lucy would need clearance from the school nurse or health visitor before returning, Ruth had watched the woman glance at her daughter with open disgust, as if the child had personally caused the problem.

      Ruth had bitten her tongue, forcing herself to remain polite while suggesting the rest of the family should be checked too.

      After her talk with Mary, Ruth headed for the staff room, poured herself a much-needed coffee and shared her concerns with the other teachers.

      ‘I’ve got one of her brothers in my class,’ said Jo. ‘And he’s a real pain.’ She shook her head, remembering. ‘Before Christmas, we had a student teacher. He kept following her around, lifting up her skirt. He thought it was hilarious, especially when his friends laughed, but the poor girl was mortified. Apart from sending him to Mary, there wasn’t much I could do; he thrives on the attention. In the end, I suggested she wear trousers for the rest of the placement.’

      Ruth grimaced. ‘Lucy’s the complete opposite. She’s no trouble at all, but I worry about her.’ She stirred her coffee slowly. ‘I know Mary thinks I’m being paranoid, but that child isn’t properly cared for. Some people look after their dogs better than their children. It makes me furious, parents who keep having babies but don’t take responsibility for them.’

      ‘I reckon some just do it for the benefits,’ Jo said. ‘Or to get a bigger council house. Child benefit alone is over twenty-seven pounds a week for the first child now, then there’s tax credits… assuming they work at all. Why work when you can make a career out of having babies?’

      She stopped abruptly, realising what she’d said. ‘Oh, sorry, Ruth. I’ve really put my foot in it, haven’t I?’

      Ruth smiled reassuringly. ‘It’s okay, Jo. I haven’t given up hope of a baby yet.’

      Meg, who had been listening quietly, spoke up. ‘Have you ever thought Lucy might have something like autism rather than neglect?’

      ‘I have,’ Ruth admitted. ‘And hearing problems too. But the signs don’t really match.’ She forced a lighter tone. ‘Anyway, I shouldn’t keep going on about it. Now… where are those chocolate biscuits?’

      Driving home later that afternoon, Ruth found Lucy’s face lingering in her mind, pale, fragile, almost like a waif from a Dickens novel. How could a mother be so indifferent to her own child? The thought disturbed her. Anger wasn’t natural to her, and she felt uneasy with it. Yet the image of Lucy stirred something fierce inside her, an urge to stamp her foot like a frustrated child and shout at the world. It isn’t fair.

      But the world wasn’t fair. Ruth knew that well enough. There would always be children like Lucy, children born to parents who simply weren’t up to the task. Yet knowing that didn’t make it any easier.

      Ruth’s own struggle to conceive only sharpened the ache. Teaching had once been the job she loved more than anything, but lately it felt like an emotional rollercoaster. Perhaps it was time to consider a career change? The thought lingered briefly before she dismissed it. She had worked far too hard to reach this point, and leaving wasn’t something she truly wanted. Objectivity, she told herself, that was the answer. But knowing it and managing it were two very different things.

      Lately, she’d found herself analysing her thoughts more and more, and that habit often led her down darker paths, back to memories she would rather leave buried. Mistakes, regrets. A wave of guilt rose unexpectedly, reminding her she was far from perfect herself. Who was she to sit in judgment of others? If only things had been different all those years ago. Shaking the thought away, Ruth deliberately turned her mind to something more immediate.

      That evening, she and Andy had their first interview with a social worker, the result of an initial enquiry about adoption. Andy was eager to start the process, but Ruth, however, still had reservations. She had agreed to the meeting for his sake, hoping it would simply be informative rather than the beginning of something irreversible.

      Andy was already home when she arrived. He had taken a couple of hours off work and was now pottering around in the kitchen.

      ‘Got the sack?’ Ruth teased, kissing him on the cheek.

      ‘No, I resigned,’ Andy replied solemnly. ‘Told the boss I needed time to cook dinner for my beautiful wife. When he refused, I walked out.’

      ‘Very brave.’

      ‘Don’t worry. He’ll be ringing tomorrow, begging me to come back. The place can’t function without me.’

      ‘Hmm. You should be this assertive more often. It suits you.’

      ‘It does.’ He waved a wooden spoon towards the stairs. ‘Now go and have a nice soak in the bath and pretty yourself up. Spaghetti à la Andy will be ready when you return.’

      Ruth raised an eyebrow. ‘Pretty myself up? I was your beautiful wife a moment ago. And we don’t need to go overboard, you know, it’s only a preliminary meeting.’

      ‘I know,’ he said cheerfully. ‘But first impressions count. Maybe I should cook for the social worker, too?’ He winked as she headed upstairs; his excitement about the evening was clear. Ruth wished she could share it. But she wasn’t ready to rush into anything. As she’d told Jo earlier, she hadn’t quite given up hope of having a baby of their own.
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      Each morning, Sue had taken to staring into the bathroom mirror, sideways on, to check how much she was growing, which at nearly eight months was quite considerable. Smoothing her bump always brought on a feeling of warmth and contentment, and every little movement of her baby elicited excitement.

      ‘The toast’s getting cold!’ Alan shouted from downstairs. Sue quickly finished dressing and then jogged into the kitchen to join him. Rose was swinging her legs under the table and laughed as her mother shouted.

      ‘Argh, no butter on mine!’ She stopped him just in time. ‘I can’t face anything but dry toast, I thought you’d got that by now.’ Even at this late stage, Sue still couldn’t bear certain foods.

      ‘Sorry, force of habit. What took you so long up there?’

      Sue stood up, turned sideways and proudly said, ‘See, baby’s growing every day.’ She grinned at Rose, who reached out to touch her mother’s expanding belly.

      Alan shook his head. ‘I’ll never understand women, you spend all your time wanting to be slim and worrying about putting on weight, then as soon as you’re pregnant, you can’t wait to be fat.’

      ‘But it’s a good fat, it’s a sign that our baby’s growing and getting stronger.’

      Alan smiled and began spreading his toast with lashings of butter.

      ‘Ugh!’ Sue ran off to the bathroom again, leaving Alan free to spoon on the thick-cut marmalade, and Rose giggling

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Chapter 55
      


      		
        Chapter 56
      


      		
        Chapter 57
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author Notes
      


      		
        Publisher Contact Information
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Author Notes


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/in-safe-hands.jpg
Behind every closed door is a story waiting to be told

Maggie Sayer Series Book 2






