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      I lingered at the threshold of the dimly lit bedroom, watching the two people I cherished most in the world—my husband, James, and our three-month-old daughter, Grace. James was kneeling beside the cot, the soft glow of the nightlight casting flickering shadows across his tired face. In his hands was our battered copy of The Gruffalo, its edges curling from constant use. He caught my eye and smiled, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      Bedtime had become a carefully choreographed routine. We could recite every word of the story by heart, whispering it in the darkness as we patted Grace’s tiny back, waiting for her to surrender to sleep.

      ‘Hope she goes down quicker than last night,’ I murmured.

      James stifled a yawn. ‘Me too.’

      He looked drained, pale beneath the soft lamplight. I hesitated in the doorway, then stepped forward, admiring our daughter as she lay there on her back, zipped up in her baby sleeping bag. I never got tired of baby-gazing.

      Not now the nightmare of the past few months had passed.

      ‘I don’t mind doing it again tonight,’ I offered, my voice gentle.

      James shifted uncomfortably on the carpet. ‘It’s fine, honestly, George. It’s my turn.’

      George. He’d called me that since the day we met. He was one of only two people who shortened my name—my father being the other.

      I pushed some strands of hair behind my ear. ‘It’s not like I don’t owe you some nights—many nights.’

      A flicker of something passed over his face, too quick to catch in the dim light.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said simply. ‘Absolutely fine.’

      I wanted to believe him.
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        * * *

      

      Downstairs, I curled up on the living room sofa, baby monitor in hand. The tiny green light flickered steadily in the softly lit room.

      A reassurance.

      A reminder that Grace was safe.

      James had been skeptical about the monitor at first, worried it would fuel unnecessary anxiety. But after the frantic first week at home, after those everlasting nights where I’d jolted awake in terror, convinced something was wrong, he’d conceded.

      I turned the volume up. I liked to hear the soothing sound of his voice as he read. It made me feel connected to them both, even from down here.

      Outside, the Autumnal wind rattled the windowpanes. The old heating pipes groaned. I pulled a blanket over my legs, my body sagging with exhaustion. I was too tired to keep my eyes open, but too restless to let myself sleep.

      James had been acting strangely for the past week. Most of the time, he was his usual self—kind, patient, attentive. But sometimes, he seemed distant. Removed. His eyes shadowed with something I couldn’t quite name.

      I didn’t think it was just my imagination.

      But after recent history, I certainly couldn’t be one hundred percent sure.

      I reached for the newsletter that had arrived in the morning’s post—the Autumn/Winter edition of Smile! magazine. James and I had both worked for the charity during our dental training, long before we had Grace, before we had our own practice.

      I flipped through the pages absentmindedly, past sun-drenched images of smiling children and volunteers in bright white coats. My gaze snagged on a familiar photo—a makeshift clinic in rural Sudan, its tin roof gleaming beneath the relentless heat.

      Across the room, on the mantelpiece, another picture caught my eye. A framed snapshot of James and me standing in that very same clinic, both grinning, both so sure of ourselves.

      A lifetime ago.

      I tried not to dwell on James’s recent behaviour. Tried not to wonder if it was because of me.

      Because of how I’d been.

      The first two months of Grace’s life had been terrible. A nightmare from which we both felt there might be no escape. There were nights I’d lain in bed, rigid with anxiety, convinced something terrible was going to happen. Days where I’d looked at James and felt nothing but cold suspicion.

      I had accused him of terrible things.

      The post-natal depression and accompanying psychosis had embedded itself deep within me, coming on the day after Grace’s birth like a terrible tsunami of overwhelming emotions that threatened to drown me.

      I pressed my fingers against my temples. The memories pressed in, jagged and ugly.

      James had never blamed me for any of it. He’d stood by me, patient and unwavering, even when I didn’t deserve it. But maybe… maybe it had taken its toll.

      Maybe the damage had already been done.

      The baby monitor crackled. I blinked, suddenly aware I’d started to drift.

      James was still reading. I closed my eyes again, listening to his voice, the gentle cadence rising and falling.

      Safe. Secure.

      I let the exhaustion pull me under.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, my cheek pressed against the rough fabric of the sofa. My body felt heavy, sluggish, like I’d been dragged out of a deep, unnatural sleep.

      Something had woken me.

      I glanced at the clock on the fireplace. Nine o’clock. An hour had passed. I sat up, rubbing at the stiffness in my neck, trying to shake the disoriented haze clinging to me.

      That’s when I heard him.

      ‘I’ve made up my mind.’

      James’s voice.

      My pulse stuttered. My head snapped towards the living room doorway, expecting to see him standing there.

      But he wasn’t.

      I blinked, trying to clear the fog of sleep. Had I imagined it?

      ‘I don’t feel life is worth living.’

      The voice wasn’t coming from the doorway. It was coming from the baby monitor.

      A chill spread through me, my breath catching in my throat. I reached for the receiver, fingers tightening around the smooth plastic.

      James’s voice, low and deliberate. ‘I’ve made up my mind. We’re all going away... to somewhere no one can find us. And that’s where it will all end.’

      My blood ran cold.

      I tried to move, but my limbs felt slow, heavy, weighed down by something unseen.

      The monitor crackled.

      Silence.

      Upstairs, the house was still.

      I stared at the receiver in my hand, my heartbeat thudding against my ribs.

      Had I misheard?

      Had I imagined it?

      Or had James just said he was going to kill us?
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      The plan had been perfect.

      Georgina had envisioned everything—the soft glow of dimmed hospital lights, the warm, weightless embrace of the birthing pool, James beside her, whispering encouragement as their baby slipped into the world. It would be calm, controlled, a moment of pure joy.

      But that wasn’t what happened.

      Instead, she lay on a hospital bed in Gloucester, blinking up at harsh fluorescent lights, her body numb from the waist down, while masked doctors and midwives bustled around her. Instead of James whispering encouragement, he sat stiffly at her side, his fingers gripping hers so tightly she felt her bones shift.

      ‘Okay, Georgina, we’re going to start now,’ a voice said from somewhere beyond the blue surgical drape that had been raised in front of her chest. ‘You won’t feel any pain, just some tugging.’

      She nodded, barely able to speak. The room was too bright, too cold. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

      The memory of the past few hours was already a blur. One moment, she’d been in Cheltenham’s midwife-led birthing suite, lowering herself into the warm pool, breathing through the contractions as she’d been taught. She’d felt in control, empowered. And then everything had changed.

      The baby’s heart rate had slowed. Too slow.

      James had gone pale when the midwife had told them. Then suddenly, she was being helped out of the pool, onto a bed, strapped to a monitor. She remembered James asking, over and over, if the baby was okay, his voice growing sharper each time. The midwives had tried different positions, tried everything, but Grace’s heart rate continued to dip with each contraction.

      ‘This isn’t normal, is it?’ Georgina had asked.

      The midwife hadn’t answered straight away. Then: ‘We need to get you to Gloucester. Right now.’

      And just like that, the birth she had so carefully planned was gone.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re doing great, Georgina.’ James’s voice broke through her haze of thoughts. He was stroking her hair, his expression soft, but she could see the worry behind his eyes.

      She tried to focus on her breathing. In, out.

      The sensation was strange—pressure, tugging, an unsettling movement deep within her—but no pain. She closed her eyes. It was the only way to block out the reality of what was happening. The only way to pretend she wasn’t powerless, wasn’t lying on a table, open.

      And then⁠—

      A cry.

      High, piercing, the most beautiful sound in the world.

      Her eyes snapped open. James made a strangled noise, half laugh, half sob, as he turned towards the doctors.

      ‘She’s here,’ someone announced. ‘A little girl.’

      Another cry, louder this time.

      And then Georgina saw her.

      A small, wriggling thing, red and squashed and perfect, held up just long enough for her to glimpse before being whisked away to be checked.

      James was crying. Proper tears, running unchecked down his face.

      ‘She’s okay,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion. ‘She’s okay, George.’

      And just like that, the weight in her chest loosened.
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours passed in a daze.

      She was stitched up, monitored, wheeled into recovery. James never left her side, cradling Grace as though she might disappear if he let go. He whispered to her, pressing kisses to her tiny forehead.

      ‘I love you so much,’ he murmured. ‘You scared the hell out of me, but I love you so much.’

      Georgina smiled. She was exhausted beyond anything she had ever known, but she was happy. Or at least, she thought she was.

      By the time they moved her to the maternity ward, it was late. Grace had fed, though Georgina barely remembered it, and now she lay swaddled in the hospital cot beside the bed, her tiny chest rising and falling.

      James sat on the chair beside them, holding Georgina’s hand, his thumb brushing over her skin in slow, soothing circles.

      ‘You should go home,’ she murmured, fighting to keep her eyes open. ‘Get some sleep.’

      James hesitated. ‘Are you sure?’

      She nodded. ‘We’ll be fine. You’ll be no good to us if you collapse.’

      A reluctant smile. ‘Okay.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll be back first thing.’

      Georgina listened to his footsteps retreat down the corridor.

      And then, for the first time since it had all begun, she was alone.

      The ward was quiet, the only sounds the occasional beep of a machine, the soft murmur of midwives at the station. The lights had been dimmed for the night, casting long shadows across the room.

      She turned her head, looking at Grace.

      Their daughter.

      She had imagined this moment so many times—staring at her baby, overwhelmed with love, unable to believe she was finally here.

      But something wasn’t right.

      She felt… off.

      Not sad, exactly. Not anxious, either. Just… distant.

      The relief, the joy, the love—they were there, but muted, like she was watching it all from behind a thick pane of glass.

      She reached out, touched the edge of Grace’s cot, as if that might help tether her.

      She was exhausted. That was all.

      Tomorrow, everything would feel different.

      Wouldn’t it?
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      I couldn’t believe what I had just heard.

      Had I been dreaming?

      Finally waking properly, I held the receiver tightly against my ear. But there was no sound coming from upstairs. Not even any sign of movement. I stayed there for a minute or so, watching the second hand of the clock on the fireplace as it ticked.

      The words repeated in my mind.

      I don’t feel life is worth living…

      We’re all going away…

      And that’s where it will all end.

      Suddenly the phone rang. Its sudden shrill shocked me more than it would otherwise have done. Receiver still in hand, I hurried across the darkened living room into the kitchen. As I did, I heard the familiar creak of the floorboards upstairs as James crossed the floor. He would be coming downstairs in the next few minutes.

      I felt uneasy at the thought. Had my whole world changed in such a split second?

      Instinctively I turned the receiver off, and placed it behind the photo frame that showed the family at Land’s End on the Cornish coast, at the UK’s most westerly point. The photo, next to the famous Land’s End signpost, had been taken a month ago. The holiday had been a celebration, of an emergence from the darkness and despair of the previous two months. It had been such an uplifting, sun-filled week of fun.

      I picked up the phone, noting that the caller display said ‘Withheld’. ‘Hello?’

      The line went dead almost immediately.

      I replaced the handset, then picked it back up and dialled 1471. I did this, knowing that it would be a waste of time - if the caller ID on the phone hadn’t identified the number, then this method wouldn’t either. And sure enough, the automated voice confirmed that ‘the caller withheld their number.’

      I shrugged it off and moved to the sink, finishing off the last few dishes that remained unwashed from the evening meal. I rinsed them, reflecting on how far I had come. Just a few weeks ago a call like that would have sent me reeling.

      I would have jumped to conclusions – believing without doubt that the call was from a woman with whom James was having an affair. She’d called, thinking I was out, and wanted to arrange their next liaison.

      The post natal depression had brought on a deep, entrenched paranoia, and for a time I hadn’t trusted James at all. In my mind, he was not only having an affair, but was preparing to leave me for a younger woman and take Grace with him.

      At first, the identity of this younger woman had been a mystery to my paranoid self. But soon I zeroed in on Liz Jackson, the twenty-something dentist who had been taken on by our practice to cover my maternity leave. She was young, beautiful, intelligent, and shared our passion for oversees volunteering, having spent a few years in Eastern Europe treating children in care homes run by charities. Liz, and her supposed relationship with James, became the focus of my obsession and insecurity. I dropped by the practice uninvited, thinking I’d catch them. I went through his wallet, scrolled through his text messages, and scoured his email account. Finding nothing was just more proof that he was hiding things well, and was therefore very serious about the affair.

      By the time I confronted James with the allegations, after weeks of self-consuming dark thoughts, I had even planned to run away with Grace.

      James hadn’t reacted the way I had expected.

      I thought he’d be angry and defensive. Or that he’d take the opportunity to come clean, and make his break for freedom with his new woman. But instead, he had talked me down from the heights of despair, and held me tightly as I sobbed into his shoulder. That day was the beginning of the end of the terrible times, and the next day I sought help from our local doctor, accompanied by my husband.

      But what about now? I dried the dishes with a clean tea towel, and put them away, considering again what I had heard.

      What I thought I had heard.

      I looked over to the photo frame. I was being stupid. I’d been half-asleep and my thoughts had intruded into my reality, fusing the two. I retrieved the receiver for the baby monitor and switched it back on, placing it in full view on the sideboard. I looked up towards the ceiling. There had been no further noise from upstairs after hearing James’ footsteps. Maybe he’d gone to the bathroom.

      After giving him a few more minutes, I moved to the bottom of the stairs, and peered up into the darkness, listening for any sign of life.

      There was none.

      I moved slowly up the stairs, not wanting to wake Grace with my ascent. I clicked open the stair gate at the top of the stairs, which we had only just fitted in readiness for Grace’s toddling years. Down the corridor the door to Grace’s room was pushed to, while off to the left our bedroom door was open, with the room pitch black. I could see that James wasn’t in the bathroom, immediately to my left, or the back bedroom, straight ahead of me.

      He was either in the main bedroom, or back in Grace’s room.

      The stillness was unnerving.

      I didn’t want to risk disturbing Grace, so I tried our room first, pushing at the door. In the shadows I could see James sat up at the head of the bed, head down. As he lifted his head, the light from the streetlamp directly outside bathed his face in an eerie orange hue.

      I pushed the door to behind me as I flipped on the light. James had been crying, and he looked like a little boy who had just been caught out doing something naughty. I took a step closer, shocked at the sight of him, wet faced on the bed. ‘Are you okay?’ I kept my voice hushed, aware that noise carried through the wall between our room and Grace’s.

      He nodded, bringing a hand across his face. He squinted at me in the harsh light. I nodded towards the bedside lamp and he reached around and turned that on as I simultaneously switched off the main light.

      ‘You’ve been crying,’ I said, as I slipped off my slippers and slid onto the bed next to him.

      ‘I’m okay,’ he replied, brushing one last stubborn tear away. ‘It’s just a stress release, that’s all. It’s been a hard week or so, with the news about Margaret.’

      ‘Of course, I should have realised that’s why you seemed out of sorts.’

      Margaret Hughes was the receptionist at the practice. She’d worked there for fifteen years – well before we had arrived – and everyone saw her as the heart and soul of the place. Two weeks ago she’d come to James with a concern: a black spot on her tongue. James had taken a look immediately, and the initial diagnosis was clear.

      Cancer.

      Last week, an urgent hospital referral had confirmed that initial fear. Margaret had cancer of the tongue. Further histology, and scans, were required to determine whether the cancer had spread, and what the treatment would be. It was an extremely worrying time, and Margaret had taken some time off with her husband to come to terms with what had happened.

      James blew out his cheeks. ‘It’s affected me more than I thought.’

      I placed a hand on the back of his head and kissed him softly on the cheek. ‘It’s okay to be upset.’

      James gave a slow series of nods, mulling over things. ‘I just hope she’s okay.’

      ‘Me too.’

      We sat there in silence for a minute or so.

      ‘Was Grace okay going to sleep?’

      ‘Perfect. No need for a third story tonight.’

      I was pleasantly surprised. She rarely went down that quickly. ‘Maybe that walk in the park tired her out.’ The weather had been remarkably mild for late October, and I’d taken the opportunity to go to the local park for a stroll.

      ‘She was very sleepy.’

      I suddenly remembered what had brought me upstairs, and my stomach lurched. But I was now convinced that I had been dreaming. Both alternative explanations were scary - that it had been James saying those things, and planning to do something terrible to us all. Or, that I hadn’t been dreaming, or hearing my husband for real, but hallucinating. Hallucinations, both visual and audible, were serious symptoms of post-natal depression. Thankfully I hadn’t suffered much from either during my two months of hell. But what if my recovery wasn’t total? What if the horrors were returning, worse than before?

      ‘We’re okay, aren’t we?’ I said, looking right into James’ eyes. ‘We’re through the bad times.’

      James didn’t hesitate. ‘Of course. The bad times are behind us.’

      I smiled as I placed my head on his chest, closed my eyes and listened to his heartbeat.

      ‘I’ve been dreaming,’ he said, holding me close. ‘Of getting away from it all. Just the three of us. Alone with ourselves, where no one can find us.’

      My skin prickled and my body stiffened.

      We’re all going away…

      And that’s where it will all end.
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      The drive back from the hospital was quiet, thick with exhaustion and unspoken thoughts. James kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting lightly on Georgina’s thigh, his thumb tracing small, absentminded circles. She barely noticed. Her eyes were fixed on the road ahead, watching as the drizzle blurred the streetlights into soft, glowing halos.

      Grace was asleep in her car seat, her tiny fists curled beneath her chin. Georgina knew she should be grateful, knew that most new parents would kill for a peaceful first car journey home. But the silence in the car felt too heavy, pressing down on her chest.

      The closer they got to home, the heavier it became.

      James pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. ‘We’re home,’ he said softly, like it was something worth celebrating.

      Georgina stared out at their red-bricked semi, its white-framed windows glowing warmly against the dark sky. Everything was exactly as they had left it. Unchanged. Familiar.

      But Georgina felt like a stranger in her own life.

      James got out first and moved to unbuckle Grace, cradling her with practiced ease. Georgina followed, moving mechanically, her arms weighted at her sides.

      James turned back to her. ‘Come on,’ he said, nodding towards the house. ‘Let’s get inside.’

      She hesitated. Just for a second.

      As Georgina stepped over the threshold, cradling Grace in her arms, she expected to feel something profound. A wave of joy. A sense of relief. Even just the simple comfort of being home after days in the hospital.

      But all she felt was strangeness. Like she had returned to a house that wasn’t quite her own.

      The familiar scent of their home—clean linen, the faintest trace of James’ cologne—should have been comforting, but instead, it felt artificial, like a memory rather than a reality. The walls, the furniture, everything looked the same, but nothing felt right.

      James was bustling around, full of energy. He had carried in the bags, checked the thermostat to make sure the house was warm enough, fluffed the pillows on the sofa like they were expecting royal visitors. He was trying so hard, and Georgina could tell he wanted her to be happy. She wished she could give him that.

      ‘Here we are,’ he said softly, coming to stand beside her. He reached out to touch Grace’s tiny hand. ‘Home, at last.’

      Georgina forced a smile. ‘Yeah. Home.’

      She wasn’t sure if she’d said it aloud or just in her head.
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        * * *

      

      The emptiness didn’t ease as the night wore on.

      James had made tea. Had reassured her. Had stroked her hair and told her to rest. But there was no resting.

      Grace stirred in the Moses basket, her little face scrunching as she stretched. Then, the first small cry. Hungry.

      Georgina’s stomach clenched.

      James sat up beside her, rubbing his face sleepily. ‘She’s probably ready for a feed.’

      Georgina swallowed. ‘Yeah.’

      She reached for Grace, cradling her with stiff arms.

      This should be easy.

      This should be natural.

      But it wasn’t.

      She adjusted, guiding Grace towards her breast, just like the midwives had shown her. But Grace squirmed, her mouth slipping, her little fists pushing against Georgina’s chest.

      She tried again.

      Nothing.

      Grace’s frustration grew into sobs, sharp and desperate.

      ‘Shh, baby, please,’ Georgina whispered, shifting position. But Grace only screamed louder, her tiny body writhing against her.

      ‘She won’t latch,’ Georgina choked out, her voice paper-thin.

      James sat up fully now, concern flashing in his face. ‘It’s okay. She’s just getting used to it. Keep trying.’

      But Georgina was already crumbling.

      She tried again, but Grace arched her back, her cries turning frantic.

      A new voice cut through Georgina’s head.

      She doesn’t want you.

      You’re doing it wrong.

      You’re failing.

      Her hands began to tremble. I can’t do this.

      James reached out. ‘George, let me⁠—‘

      ‘Just take her,’ she blurted, her voice cracking. ‘Please.’

      James hesitated, but then he gently lifted Grace from her arms. ‘It’s okay,’ he murmured, rocking her instinctively. ‘We’ll try the bottle.’

      Georgina’s chest caved as James disappeared towards the kitchen. She sat frozen on the bed, staring at her empty hands.

      She didn’t even fight for it.

      She just gave up.

      What kind of mother does that?

      Her arms felt useless. Her whole body felt useless.

      She curled her fingers into the bedsheets, pressing her knuckles white.

      And for the first time, she truly wondered:

      What if I was never meant to be a mother?
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        * * *

      

      By the time the first light of morning filtered through the curtains, Georgina had barely slept.

      James stirred beside her, stretching before blinking at the clock.

      ‘You okay?’ he murmured sleepily.

      Georgina turned her head towards him. ‘Yeah,’ she lied.

      James sat up, rubbing a hand over his face. ‘I think Grace slept longer than we did.’ He smiled. ‘That’s a good sign, right?’

      Georgina tried to return the smile, but her lips barely moved.

      James pressed a kiss to her forehead. ‘You stay in bed. I’ll bring her in when she’s ready for her next feed.’

      She watched as he left the room, then rolled onto her side, staring at the empty space beside her.

      She should have felt relief. She should have felt joy.

      Instead, she felt something else entirely.

      She felt lost.

      And she wasn’t sure she’d ever find her way back.
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      James left at seven, his usual time for heading out on his cycle ride to work. We lived just three miles from the Montpellier-based practice, and it was actually quicker to cycle than to drive, given the traffic congestion in and around Cheltenham town centre. I’d have worried more about crashes, but the cycle route was mostly on dedicated cycle lanes - and for a time completely off-road on an old railway line - so it was fairly safe.

      I had woken with a new perspective on the evening’s events. In the cold light of day, it was easier to rationalise what had happened. I didn’t think I had been hallucinating, but neither did I think that what I’d heard had been anything sinister. By the time I had fed and changed Grace, then taken her downstairs, I’d decided that it had either been a dream, or I had misheard in my half-wakened state. Maybe James had been talking to Grace about wanting to get away, just as he had voiced to me just over an hour later, but my mind had confused the words.

      It was now just before nine. In an hour I was due to meet my good friend Sophie Field at one of our favourite cafes in the high street. Then it was on to Bounce and Rhyme, the singing group for parents and babies, which took place at the local library.

      I knelt down with Grace, who was lying on the play mat, and let her grasp gently at my fingers.

      ‘I know I’m incredibly biased, but you’re the most beautiful little person I’ve ever had the privilege to set eyes on.’

      She smiled at me, her blue eyes twinkling. With my free hand I stroked her super-smooth cheek. Nature knew what it was doing when babies were designed.

      Someone rang the doorbell.

      ‘You’ll have to come with me, poppet.’ I scooped up Grace and made my way to the door.

      ‘Hi, Georgina.’ It was our neighbour, Max. Recently retired from a job in banking, Max and his wife Audrey were back in town between holidays. They’d just returned from a cruise around the Mediterranean, and were due to fly out to Vancouver in three weeks’ time for a trip around the Rockies on the Rocky Mountaineer railroad.

      ‘Hi.’ Grace nuzzled up against my neck, as I watched Max struggle for the right words.

      ‘I wasn’t sure whether to tell you now, or wait until James gets home. But I decided it was better to let you know as soon as possible.’

      Max’s manner set me on edge. Instinctively I held Grace closer. ‘What’s the matter?’
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