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CHAPTER 1

Down by the river, Kate can finally breathe. The sun is not quite up as she sits on the end of the pontoon dangling her bare toes in the murky green water, feeling suspended between night and day. Everything around her is dim and quiet, a light mist resting on the surface of the river, broken by the slender arms of the willow trees that dip down into the water.

As her light brown hair tickles her face in the breeze, she scoops it up into a messy bun using the hairband that lives permanently on her right wrist, trying to remember as she does when she last showered. But the trees and the birds don’t care about the state of her hair or her thrown-together outfit of tracksuit bottoms and hoody. There’s no judgement here by the river in the early hours of this late spring morning.

Leaning back on her hands, she practises the breathing exercises she has mastered over the years. In, one, two, three, out, one, two, three … After each deep inhale, she pauses, noticing the quiet gurgles of the water and the smell of wild garlic in the air.

Her shoulders sink down as she exhales. For once, she is able to hear the thoughts in her own head. Not that she wants to listen to them. Instead, she tunes in to the swishing of the long grass in the meadow behind her. The freedom she feels down here by the water feels stolen, but she grabs hold of it anyway.

The truth is, she shouldn’t be here. Not this early in the morning and when nobody in the entire world knows where she is. It’s not the kind of thing that someone like her should do, someone who, despite how she might sometimes feel, is undeniably a grown-up with grown-up responsibilities. She is thirty-two and has a mortgage and life insurance, for goodness’ sake. But oh, the water feels so delicious against her toes.

A sound draws her attention to the riverboat moored a little way upstream, its roof covered in raucous flowerpots and a couple of beehives. It seems as though its inhabitant must be getting up, confirmed a few moments later by a curl of smoke escaping from the chimney. Kate takes the smell of the woodsmoke as her cue to reluctantly leave, glancing down at her watch and realising she’s already stayed here far too long.

It’s not just the activity on the riverboat that hints at a place that is poised to spring into life. For now, the doors on the brightly painted beach huts on the bank are closed, but the stacks of kayaks and paddleboards leant against them are waiting to be pulled down onto the water. A little way down the meadow, people sleep beneath canvas in a collection of old-fashioned yurts strewn with bunting, but before long the doorways will be peeled back and the smell of sizzling bacon will rise on the air, along with the sound of giggling children running about in pyjamas and wellies.

There’s a big part of Kate that wishes she could stay here. Stretch out on the pontoon beneath the rising sun and pretend she is somebody with nowhere to be and nothing to do. Or maybe finally find the courage to slip her whole body down into the cool water. She has thought about swimming, but the water always looks so dark and deep here that the furthest she has made it has been dipping her toes. The water still calls to her, though, with its cool promise.

But Kate’s time is up. There’s only so long you can press pause on your life. It’s time to get back to the reality of everything that is waiting for her. As she pulls on her socks and shoes, she tries to push down the rising sense of dread that bubbles up at the thought of returning home. And to not think too hard about what it means that for the past few weeks she has woken in the early hours and tiptoed out of the house to come down to the river alone. So far, she has always made it back in time before anyone has noticed she has gone. She never mentions where she’s been. Instead, she slips back into bed, catches a bit more sleep if she can and then cracks on with the day as if everything’s fine, all the time itching to get back to the river tomorrow morning so that she can breathe again.

Everything is fine, isn’t it? So what if she goes off on secret morning jaunts and sometimes fantasises about hopping in a canoe and paddling off into the distance? That doesn’t mean there’s anything out of the ordinary, she tells herself as she sets off through the fields towards home. Who doesn’t want to escape their life sometimes?

Kate lets out a sigh as she climbs over the stile and joins the lane that heads back into the village. However much she tries to justify things to herself, deep down she knows that what she’s doing is wrong. It’s why she’s been keeping these visits and the sense of release she gets as soon as she closes the front door behind her each morning a secret. Because you shouldn’t want to escape your life when you have everything you’ve ever wanted waiting for you back at home.


CHAPTER 2

The motorbike rumbles beneath Phoebe’s leather-clad legs as she zips down the country lane, cherry-red hair trailing behind her in a blaze as it escapes from beneath her helmet. She had left the village quietly, aware of her neighbours still asleep in their beds, but now she has reached open countryside, she revs the engine, relishing the tiger’s purr that reverberates around her, sending a pheasant squawking up and into the air in the field beside her. She slows as she approaches a bend obscured by bushy hedgerows teeming with cow parsley and nettles, leaning her body with the bike. But then she turns onto a straight, wide road that cuts its way like an arrow across the green expanse of Somerset countryside. God love the Romans. She twists the throttle, really giving the crows on the telephone line above her something to flap about and making her heart race with the thrill of it.

The motorbike was a gift to herself on her thirtieth birthday five years ago. She’d always dreamt of owning one and it’s every bit as fantastic as she’d hoped. But Max has been on at her ever since they started dating three years ago to sell the bike and pool their resources on a new Land Rover. He says it would be more practical and that having the bike is irresponsible. But there’s no way in hell she’d ever let go of this. God knows she’s got enough responsibility in the rest of her life. When she’s out on the bike, she forgets everything else except the feeling of the wind on her face, the hyperfocus of following the curves of the road and feeling at one with the machine beneath her. Fat chance she’d feel like that behind the wheel of a bulky Land Rover. She keeps telling Max she’ll think about it, though.

She makes it to the supermarket as they are opening the doors, smiling at the sleepy staff and nipping inside for a pint of milk. Really, the milk is just an excuse. Mostly, Phoebe just needed to get out and clear her head. It’s been a long week. And it’s only Tuesday morning.

She lets herself back into the flat quietly, the silence telling her that Max is still asleep. Their apartment is above a shop, although the premises has been empty for a couple of months. Phoebe still misses the little newsagent that used to be there. The owner, Amit, was an ancient man who had the expression of someone who had seen some serious shit in his time, which Phoebe always appreciated because, despite being less than half his age, so has she. He never raised an eyebrow at a woman in her pyjamas clutching two bottles of wine and several packets of biscuits. He closed the shop when he retired and a new business is yet to move in. Phoebe thought she saw someone going inside yesterday but was running late for work so didn’t have time to investigate.

She unclips her bulky boots and unzips her leather jacket, hanging it on the peg. Underneath, she is already dressed for work, today opting for a denim shirt decorated with daisies that hugs her curves, the sleeves rolled up to reveal the tattoos that wind their way up her forearms. She tries to use her outfits to show when she turns up on someone’s doorstep that she’s a human being just like them, not just Community Mental Health Nurse Phoebe Harrison. It still doesn’t stop people shutting the door in her face sometimes. Not that she ever blames them. It’s a huge thing having a stranger come into your home wanting to give you meds and talk about the dark thoughts that have sent you down a spiral. She has to earn their trust before she can make any progress and, God, life hasn’t always given her patients many reasons to be trustful.

The open country roads she zoomed along earlier couldn’t feel further away as she grabs her laptop and immerses herself in prep for the day ahead. Even after all these years working as a mental health nurse, reading some of the new histories that have been added to her caseload still brings a lump to her throat. Not that she’d ever let anyone see it when she’s on the clock. At work, she’s as upbeat and chipper as her bright hair and fun outfits.

After an hour of work, she needs a break so grabs her phone to scroll through Instagram, craving the eye bleach of cute videos of pets being reunited with their owners or pictures of beautiful clothes she will never be able to afford to buy. As her finger drags its way across the screen, her attention snags on the holiday snaps of someone she went to school with but has fallen out of touch with, along with most of her friends, each lost one by one to her long hours and, later, their marriages and children. She never meant for it to happen and yet, as she’s got older, holding onto friends has felt like trying to clutch rainwater between her hands.

She flicks through glossy snapshots of sea, sunshine and heaped piles of pasta. A holiday. God, just the thought of it makes something inside her relax. When did she and Max last go on holiday? They had been planning a trip for the new year, but then a few of her patients had got really unwell – Christmas is always a hard time of year – so they’d had to cancel. And now it’s May and they’ve hardly spent any proper time together recently. She hasn’t been to visit her family in Cornwall for a long time either, she thinks guiltily, picturing her nan, who broke her hip a month ago, the final straw that led her to reluctantly leave her flat and move in with Phoebe’s parents.

She starts browsing a few holiday sites on her laptop, images of villas and beaches transporting her to a happier, sunnier place than her case notes and email inbox. As she scrolls, she can almost feel the sea breeze on her face, taste the pina coladas she and Max could drink in a little beach bar where she could feel the sand between her toes and watch the waves. Or maybe they could go for something more remote. A little log cabin in the woods somewhere, a place with no Wi-Fi or phone signal where no one could contact her, needing her. Where she could read a book and take a bath and actually find the energy to have sex with her boyfriend. They could even tag on a trip to Cornwall too on the way back, to see her family.

After extensive scrolling, she finds herself coming back to the first photos she saw on Instagram of her old friend’s Italian break. You can’t go wrong with Italy. Pizza, pasta, sunshine, wine. Perfection. Just the thought of it makes Phoebe smile.

But her patients … How would they cope if she went away for a week? It’s hard enough as it is to keep in touch with them when she’s working five days a week with more overtime than she’d ever admit. But she hasn’t used any of her holiday allowance for the year and still has some left over from last year too. Provided there are no emergencies and she finds cover for while she’s gone … Maybe she could?

A loud banging rises up through the floorboards.

‘Fuck!’ she lets out with a jump.

The building below has been empty long enough that Phoebe has got used to the quiet. But now she can make out muffled voices, followed by the sound of the radio. Glancing out the window, she spots a van parked up on the street below and a couple of guys heading to and fro, carrying boxes. She tries to make out any branding that might give her a hint about who her new neighbours might be, but there’s nothing discernible.

The sound of footsteps closer to hand makes her look up towards the doorway. ‘Oh hey, you’re up.’

Max is standing in the hallway, dressed but rubbing his eyes, a strand of his blond hair sticking up and making her heart skip a little.

‘How was last night?’ she asks him. ‘Sorry I couldn’t make it in the end. I’d hoped to get there in time to meet you all, but something came up …’

She tries not to talk too much about the specifics with Max, or anyone else for that matter. It doesn’t feel fair to offload this kind of stuff on others when she’s a trained professional and still finds it bloody hard sometimes. Plus, there’s the privacy of her patients to think about. Last night when she should have been at the pub with Max and a group of his mates there had been an emergency with one of her patients, Frank. He had started having serious suicidal thoughts, so Phoebe and the rest of the team had to arrange an emergency bed in the local hospital’s psychiatric ward where Phoebe used to work. As usual, they were pressed for beds, so it took hours. Phoebe waited with Frank all the same though, right past the end of her shift and all the way to the hospital, holding his hand in the back of the ambulance.

‘I do know,’ Max says, his tone making her recoil slightly. He probably just needs coffee.

She gets up to make him a cup, slipping in a dash of vanilla syrup when he isn’t looking. She knows he likes his coffee milky and sweet, but he would never in a million years order a vanilla latte in a coffee shop, thinking it emasculating. He’d rather wince his way through an espresso than ask for what he actually wants, the silly bastard. Hopefully the dash of vanilla will help sweeten his mood, and maybe her guilt too at being the cause of it. But what was she supposed to do? She was hardly going to leave Frank on his own last night or even with one of the other nurses who offered to take over when her shift was up. Frank didn’t know them, he knows her.

Once the coffee is ready, they sit down opposite one another at the table.

‘Thanks,’ Max says, wrapping his hands around the mug. ‘What’s all this, then?’ He points at Phoebe’s phone, where one of the holiday sites is still displayed on the screen.

The excitement returns to Phoebe’s voice as she replies. ‘Oh, yeah. So, I know we haven’t spent much proper time together recently. Things for me have been kind of hectic …’

‘You could say that again,’ remarks Max. ‘It wasn’t just last night. Remember my birthday?’ He takes a sip of his coffee and his face relaxes slightly with the pleasure of it, making Phoebe have to hide a smile.

‘I know. And I’m sorry, you know I felt awful about that.’

His birthday had been a tough one. She’d organised the whole thing – a dinner at his favourite local pub with his family and his closest friends. She’d even made a cake, staying up late to get it ready because the time she’d put aside for it had got eaten up by catching up on important paperwork. OK, so it maybe wasn’t the world’s best cake – it looked absolutely nothing like the picture she’d found online and suspiciously like it might topple over at any moment – but it was a cake and she was proud of it.

But just as she was preparing to leave work and get ready for their evening, she had got a call from a patient who was in crisis. The voices had been getting louder and louder and had now started giving him instructions. They wanted him to hurt himself and he didn’t know what to do.

By the time Phoebe eventually arrived at the pub hours later, the meal was finished and Max was paying the bill. She’d tried to explain the situation, but the idea of voices had always perplexed Max.

‘Can’t he just ignore them?’

Phoebe tried her best to explain how real the voices were to her patients who experienced them, trying to get Max to imagine how he would feel if the same thing happened to him. She’s thought about it a lot over her career and has always believed it would be absolutely bloody terrifying. But he didn’t seem to understand and she was too exhausted to try to explain any further. Even the cake she presented him with at home hadn’t helped to lift the mood.

‘I know you’re fed up with how much I work, but I really want to make it up to you. I think we should go on holiday. It could be just what we need. A proper break. A chance to spend some time together.’

She reaches across the table for his hand, but he lifts it up to his coffee mug at the last minute.

‘You really want to go on holiday?’ he asked, meeting her eye. ‘But you always say you’re too busy. Remember New Year?’

God, she had hoped it would be easier than this. But he’s probably right to not let her off the hook so easily. She probably has been a pretty shit girlfriend.

‘I know. But I really want to make it work this time. How about Italy? Sunshine, enormous pizzas … It’ll be great.’

Max downs the last of his coffee and places the empty mug carefully on the table.

‘I don’t think we should go to Italy.’

‘OK, well somewhere else then. France? Spain? There’s wine and good food there too.’

But he shakes his head. ‘I don’t think we should go on holiday at all.’

‘Is it the cost? Because I was worried about that too, but I know you’re hoping for that promotion soon and I have a little bit saved …’

She’d always hoped that by thirty-five she might own her own place rather than still be renting and have more than the most meagre savings in the bank. It doesn’t help that her brother is a high-flying lawyer who goes on both a beach and ski holiday each year with his family. But she didn’t go into this career for the money – she would have been pretty disappointed if she did – although she’s been right there on all the various marches and picket lines over the years, trying to fight for better rights for nurses.

Since moving in together, Max has covered more of the household expenses than her because he earns far more in his job at a start-up tech company. He never seems to mind, but it weighs on her. She does what she can.

‘It’s not the cost,’ he replies.

‘OK …’ She really doesn’t want to have to do this right now but finds herself sneaking a quick glance at the time on her phone. Shit, she needs to leave soon. Her first patient of the day, Maude, lives a twenty-minute ride away. Her patients are spread out all over the local area. ‘Do you not think you could get time off work?’ she asks Max, trying her best not to show that she’s itching to grab her leathers and go. ‘We could go in a couple of months if that would work better for you?’

‘It’s not that.’ Max rakes his fingers through his hair again. ‘God, I didn’t want to do it like this.’

He looks up at her and as his eyes meet hers again, she realises how wrong she’s got this conversation. How wrong she’s been getting it all.

‘Phoebe, I have to tell you something.’


CHAPTER 3

The walk back home takes Kate across fields and up a sloping valley, the sun just beginning to rise and washing the hills in shades of apricot and candyfloss. She walks alone, except for the birds flying above her. If she were back in London, there would likely be someone about. Cleaners and construction workers heading off to work, a doctor finishing a night shift, a group of friends stumbling back from a night out that might have once been Kate and her mates, heels swapped for flats that had been stashed in their bags all night. Not that she has been out out in a very long time. She’s not even sure that people wear heels on a night out anymore.

At the very least if she were in London and not this village in rural Somerset, she would encounter a ballsy fox blocking her path and engaging her in a staring contest. But she hasn’t seen a fox once since moving back to the countryside where she grew up, unless you counted roadkill.

By the time she reaches the edge of the village, there are a couple of dog walkers and early-morning joggers out and about, but the windows of the few shops and the one café are still dark. She passes over the bridge decorated with hanging baskets overflowing with flowers, alongside the riverside pub, the doors currently shut, and by the old red telephone box which has been repurposed as a lending library, the tiny space absolutely stuffed full of books.

As she approaches the Old Post Office, her trainers crunching on the gravel driveway, her chest tightens. She still can’t quite believe that the little Bath stone cottage with the red front door and the rose clinging to the porch is hers. It couldn’t be further from the South London flat she lived in up until a few months ago. Sometimes when she steps inside, she still feels as though she is walking into someone else’s life.

The sound of screaming hits her as soon as she opens the front door, nearly tripping over a basket of dirty washing that is overspilling in the hallway. There are a couple of bin bags waiting to be taken out too that she has to push to one side with her foot, her head vibrating with the noise that fills the small cottage. The relaxation of earlier is quickly replaced by a tension that spreads through her whole body.

‘Kate? Is that you?’ comes a frantic voice from the living room, accompanied by an even louder wail.

Kate steadies herself for a second before following the noise into the room, where she finds her husband pacing back and forth, their three-month-old daughter clutched to his shoulder, her face flushed red with rage.

‘Oh, thank God!’ Jay says, his broad shoulders visibly relaxing as he looks up at her with dark-rimmed eyes.

Without saying anything, Kate reaches for their daughter and sits down on the sofa, pushing a pile of muslins and toys out of the way. The living room is painted a pale sage green, chosen from searching ‘Farrow and Ball but cheaper’ when they first moved. She had such a vision for the decoration of this cottage, relishing having a whole house to decorate rather than a tiny basement apartment. The browning banana skin on the windowsill and piles of nappies weren’t exactly part of her imaginings, and yet she’s very quickly become so used to the mess that she hardly notices it.

‘Where have you been? I was so worried about you.’

Kate lifts her top and unclips her bra in a practised motion. The cries have grown even louder, her daughter’s face scrunched up in fury.

‘I just needed a bit of fresh air, I went for a quick walk.’

For a moment, she focuses her entire attention on getting her daughter to latch, her breasts throbbing as she manoeuvres her into position. Her heart rate rises as her daughter opens and closes her mouth like a goldfish, face a shade of beetroot. But eventually they both find the right spot and the cries stop, replaced instead with soft snuffles. Kate sinks deeper into the sofa, her whole body rushed with emotion as it is every time she nurses.

‘I tried calling you, but you hadn’t even taken your phone with you.’

Kate’s mind flashes back to the moment earlier when she swung her legs out of bed and leant down for her clothes, Jay sleeping beside her and their daughter just settled after yet another feed. It had been another long night. Jay doesn’t usually stir for the night feeds, managing somehow to sleep through the cries that wake Kate in a second. She usually doesn’t bother waking him. There doesn’t seem much point, especially when she is the only one of them with breasts. Usually, she tries to drift off again between feeds, but at 4 a.m. she often finds herself cruelly wide awake.

This morning, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, no matter how exhausted she felt. The bedroom was hot and oppressive and she’d felt desperate for cool air on her skin and wide sky above her. She had reached instinctively for her phone but at the last minute changed her mind, leaving it plugged in to its charger next to the lamp.

‘I’m sorry, I forgot it,’ she fibs.

‘You could have left a note or something. It really scared me when I woke up and you were gone.’ Jay sits down heavily beside her on the sofa, running his hand through his messy strawberry blond hair streaked with flecks of grey. It strikes her how much he has aged in just the last couple of months and wonders for a moment what she must look like herself. She has taken to avoiding mirrors.

‘You’re right, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.’

His expression softens now and he wraps an arm around her shoulder. ‘Is everything all right?’

Kate shifts her daughter in her arms. Her suckling has slowed and Kate wonders whether to switch her onto the other breast, but she seems content, so she continues to hold her in position, trying not to wince on the few occasions when a hard gum presses down too firmly on her sensitive skin. ‘Everything’s fine, Jay. I just needed a little bit of air.’

He looks at her closely, a shadow passing across his face, the way it has over the past few months when he’s asked her a version of the same question – are you OK? – and she has answered the same way.

‘Everything’s fine,’ Kate repeats. She glances down at her daughter’s long eyelashes that flutter as she feeds, her expression growing soft and content as she slips into a milk-drunk stupor. ‘Look at her, isn’t she gorgeous?’

Jay’s expression melts, as she knew it would,  his eyes growing misty as he stares down at his daughter.

‘She’s perfect,’ he says.

Kate nods in agreement, too lost in thought to reply. Her body might be here with her little family, but however much she tries to stay in the moment, her mind wanders back down to the river and to the feeling of sitting with her feet in the water, totally alone.
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