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Prologue 

Even from this distance, she could see his fingernails bitten down to the quick and her 

body tensed instinctively, resisting the urge to run towards her son. It would only 

make things worse. Instead, she caught his eye and reassured him with a confident 

smile. 

This will soon all be over, and everything will go back to normal. 

Those had been her mother’s words as they had all left the house that morning. 

She’d noticed her son’s light brown hair had grown and it desperately needed cutting, 

but he’d resisted a haircut and instead combed it down with some gel. It was coarse 

hair, like her own, but unlike hers, it hadn’t been subjected to various treatments. Had 

it only been six months ago that she’d laughingly squirted her son’s stubborn tufts 

with water, threatening to tame his hair herself if he didn’t do something about it? 

He’d giggled then, rewarding her with a glimpse back into his childhood when she 

used to tickle him as he sat on her lap for story time. 

The memory assaulted her and her right hand involuntarily went to grasp her 

husband’s, despite the gulf between the two of them. She could feel the tension 

emanate from him and she gently squeezed his fingers before releasing them and 

placing both of her hands together in prayer on her lap, reverting to her own 

childhood habit. She focused on her crossed thumbs, right over left, the usually long, 

manicured nails bare and jagged, and began the silent chant. 

Everything will be all right. Everything will be all right. Everything will be all— 

‘All rise!’ 

She quickly got to her feet, her eyes urgently seeking her son’s once more as the 

judge swept into the room, but all she could see was his taut back and the nape of his 

long neck as he looked at the ground. Head up, she wanted to cry out. You’ve done 

nothing wrong! 

The judge indicated for the court to sit before the clerk spoke. 

‘Would the foreman of the jury please stand,’ instructed the clerk. 

Claire noticed the foreman was wearing a wedding band. Most likely he had kids 

himself. Surely he wouldn’t let an innocent child be convicted for something he didn’t 

do? She caught herself on the word child. He was almost eighteen. If found guilty, he 

would be sent to an adult prison along with the country’s worst offenders. 



‘Have the jury reached verdicts upon which they are all agreed?’ asked the clerk. 

‘Yes,’ replied the foreman. 

They couldn’t take him away. Could they? 

She felt her chest tighten. 

Everything will be all right. Everything will be all right. Everything will be all 

right. 

Her throat was closing and she coughed frantically. 

Everything will be all right. Everything will be all right. Everything will be all 

right. 

She was struggling to breathe and a silent primal scream rose in her throat. 

Everything will be all right. Everything will be all right. Everything will be all 

right. 

‘In the matter of Aiker versus Carmichael, do you find the defendant guilty or not 

guilty?’  
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Claire’s husband strode through the front door and she observed him, trying to be 

discreet. It wasn’t difficult. His blue eyes were locked on his mobile phone, entranced 

as his thumb moved quickly across the screen. Having found what he was looking for, 

the spell was broken as Chris raised the phone to his ear, his attention finally coming 

to rest on her. Sorry, he mouthed as he rolled his eyes and she smiled at him, keen to 

show patience and understanding. She hoped that this, along with the warm smell of 

the simmering beef casserole, would soothe his transition from stressed employee to 

loving husband and father. However, she suspected it would take another couple of 

hours for him to relax. 

She felt a warm hand on her knee and turned towards her youngest son, Jamie, 

who held a toy train in his outstretched hand. She took it automatically, knowing what 

was required, and absent-mindedly choo-chooed the train along the arm of the sofa. 

Despite still thinking about Chris and his mood, her effort elicited a squeal of delight 

from their five-year-old son, and whilst it wasn’t loud enough to drown out Chris’s 

aggressive-sounding conversation, it was loud enough for Chris to shoot her a 

warning glance. She knew what that meant – keep Jamie quiet until he finished his 

phone call. Her husband’s impatience and tiredness pervaded the air and Claire 

quickly placed a finger over her lips, whispering to Jamie to use their indoor voices. 

As her son turned back to his trains, she sensed that tonight was not the right time 

to talk to Chris about her going back to work full-time. But when then? Maybe at the 

weekend when he might be a bit more relaxed? She quelled the flicker of impatience 

and silently counselled herself to bide her time – she only had one shot at this. Still, 

she was anxious. There were only a couple of weeks left of the summer holidays and 

she wanted to be full-time when Jamie started school. Plus, she had already confirmed 

with Julia. 

That particular thought nestled uncomfortably. It was unlike her not to run 

something by Chris first, especially such a big change as this. She would have to talk 

to him tonight, and hope his mood improved. 

Claire looked at her son, his attention now captivated by some crayons and a 

colouring book. She knew that both she and Jamie were ready. She had put Jamie in 

playschool for a few mornings a week and he’d loved it but since he’d stopped his 



afternoon nap at two-and-a-half years old, she’d struggled to keep him occupied 

during the long afternoons. He seemed to need a lot more stimulation than other 

children, certainly more than her first son, Joshua, who had been content to sit and 

play with his toys by himself for hours on end. But Joshua would be eighteen next 

year, and then next September, he would be off to university. If his exam results this 

year were anything to go by, he would have no problem getting into Cambridge to 

study law. 

Claire smiled as she thought of him, her firstborn, her pride and joy. She didn’t 

have favourites when it came to her sons – they were so different – but there was no 

doubt Joshua was a dream child. She’d rarely had a moment’s worry over him – well, 

apart from the difficult few months they’d had the previous year, but that seemed to 

have all passed, thank goodness. He’d always done well in school and was well liked 

with a good circle of friends. 

Her nightmares of him doing drugs or falling in with a bad crowd had come to 

nothing during his early teenage years and she felt confident that he now had enough 

common sense to make good choices. She didn’t like to tempt fate by questioning her 

good fortune too much, but she secretly suspected it was perhaps because Joshua had 

had her all to himself for twelve years. When Jamie came along, Joshua had been old 

enough to help with the baby and, as a thirty-eight-year-old mother the second time 

round, Claire appreciated the help – especially as Jamie had been colicky. Her second 

son never seemed to settle easily, and his naps were sporadic to say the least. 

Claire hadn’t realised just how difficult it would be with a second child and she’d 

felt permanently tired for two years. But as Jamie got older, it became easier and he 

doted on his older brother, sometimes even preferring Joshua to her. Some of her 

happiest memories were watching Joshua entertain his baby brother and she believed 

it encouraged Joshua to be gentle, and even more caring and loving than he already 

was. 

Picking up her phone, she was about to scroll through some of her photos of her 

sons when she heard a loud crash coming from another room. Jamie jumped at the 

noise and Claire rose from the couch, or sofa, as her mother liked to call it, quickly 

going to investigate. Jamie trotted after her, a train in each hand as if ready to do 

battle with whatever had intruded on their playtime. She’d barely taken a few steps 

before she heard Chris shouting from his office and she stopped abruptly, Jamie 

bashing into the backs of her legs. 



‘Who left this bloody suitcase here? Claire!’ 

Shit, thought Claire, hurrying through to him. She had put the suitcase in his office, 

so he could lift it to the top shelf of the wardrobe. She would have done it herself, but 

she couldn’t reach. She didn’t think she’d left it where he could have tripped over it 

though. 

Had she? 

Stepping into the room, she saw the suitcase, along with a small table and lamp, all 

on their sides. He must have kicked the suitcase out of the way with such force it 

knocked over the table. 

For God’s sake. 

‘Sorry, love, are you okay? Did you trip?’ she said now, careful to keep her tone 

neutral, conscious of Jamie standing in the doorway. 

‘No, I didn’t, but what’s it doing in my office?’ 

‘I couldn’t manage to lift it myself onto the top shelf of the wardrobe. Could you?’ 

she asked. ‘I’m not as tall as you,’ she added. 

As she’d hoped it would, his anger dissipated, the compliment a pacifying balm on 

his irritation. 

‘Sorry, love, bad day at the office again,’ he admitted, righting the overturned 

furniture, and Claire felt herself relax slightly at the acknowledgement. 

Chris lifted the suitcase and she saw the strong muscles in his back, his slim waist, 

and powerful legs. At school, Chris had always been the best-looking boy and even 

now at forty-three, his good looks had only intensified with age, as had her attraction 

to him. Chris easily slotted the empty suitcase onto the top shelf, and she came up 

behind him, wrapping her arms around his chest. His body felt tense; the strain of his 

job etched onto his muscles. Turning around to embrace her, he kissed her on the 

forehead before turning to Jamie. 

‘Come here, little man,’ he said to his son, bending down, and Jamie propelled 

himself forward almost tripping over his feet to get to his father. Claire watched 

lovingly as the two of them hugged. Releasing his son, Chris stood up. 

‘I just need another hour to finish working on this proposal and then we can eat,’ 

he told Claire. ‘What’s for dinner? It smells amazing.’ 

‘Your favourite – beef casserole,’ she replied with a smile. Taking Jamie by the 

hand, she quietly left Chris to his work and closed his office door behind her. Claire 

went back into the living room; thankful she’d successfully calmed him down. Who 



knew, perhaps with a glass of red wine over dinner, the conversation about her going 

back to work full-time might go down better than she’d expected. Claire led Jamie 

back to his trains and she sat down in the large armchair near his play area in the 

living room. Her phone beeped, and she picked it up and read a message from Joshua. 

Staying at Mark’s for dinner – won’t be too late. 

Claire put down her phone thoughtfully. With Jamie in bed, Joshua out for the 

evening, and Chris a bit more relaxed, tonight could be promising. Claire’s approach 

to the topic would be simple; solution-oriented. She knew how her husband’s mind 

worked; he would need to know that his life wouldn’t be affected in any way and that 

he was still the main breadwinner. The former, she wasn’t a hundred per cent sure of 

yet and the latter? Well, Claire knew she was very good at her job. She knew he was 

secretly proud of her, but she also knew he struggled when she did better than him, 

and not just financially. 

Claire remembered years ago, when they were both taking their exams. Their A-

level results had been the same – straight As – but when she’d got a first-class degree 

with honours from the University of Manchester and he’d got an upper second-class 

degree, it had brought out a side of him that she’d not really seen before. It had taken 

her weeks to work out what was bothering him. He’d been quiet and moody but every 

time she asked what was wrong, he had said it was nothing. 

And then she’d gone off on her girls’ holiday, a week in Portugal, flush with 

success and looking forward to some fun and sunshine. She’d hoped that a week apart 

would do them both good but when she came back, the situation between them was 

even worse. He snapped at her for the tiniest of things, constantly criticised her, and 

complained about her leaving him for a week even though he’d said he didn’t want to 

go on holiday after their exams. 

It was only when Chris received a letter, offering him a position on the prestigious 

graduate management programme in a technology company, that she’d finally 

understood, mainly because his personality did a complete 180-degree turn, but also 

because he couldn’t resist gloating. 

‘I may only have got a 2:1 but I still got the job!’ he crowed, doing some ridiculous 

celebratory football dance. 



‘Congratulations!’ Claire had said when she’d read the letter, giving him a huge 

hug. She was genuinely pleased for him. Over the following weeks, as he returned to 

his normal loving self, Claire felt herself relax around him again. They went out for 

dinner, drank champagne to celebrate, and they made plans to have a few days away 

together before Chris started work. He bought two new suits and did more research on 

his employer. 

Claire was still waiting for responses to her applications and she hoped she would 

also be offered an opportunity in Manchester. She hadn’t told Chris that she’d applied 

to one in London. She hadn’t planned on applying outside of their home city but one 

of her law lecturers had encouraged her to do so and written a personal letter of 

recommendation. It was the best law graduate training programme in the country, so 

Claire had applied, reassured by the knowledge that only one in six hundred 

applicants got accepted. 

So, when she did receive an acceptance letter for that particular course, she was 

shocked. But instead of celebrating, she told no one and instead she slipped the letter 

between her textbooks in her desk drawer and closed it firmly. A few days later, there 

was a flurry of letters on the doormat all addressed to her and she picked them up, 

quickly opening each one and scanning their contents. 

While she hadn’t been accepted for every single graduate programme she’d 

applied for, the three that she’d had her heart set on had all offered her a placement. 

She’d hoped for just one so she couldn’t stop the smile spreading across her face as 

she hurried to her bedroom, clutching the letters and their envelopes, not yet ready to 

share her success.  



2 

Claire winced as she stood on a small piece of Lego, resisting the urge to shout at 

Jamie to clear up his bloody mess. It was her own fault – she should never have come 

in barefoot. Jamie’s bedroom floor was covered in toys and she looked around in 

dismay. 

Years ago, she’d given up the pretence of being easy-going about how much mess 

her children made. Why they couldn’t just take out one toy, play with it, and put it 

back before taking out something else was beyond her. She’d always felt most 

comfortable in a clean and tidy house, most likely a hangover from growing up in her 

mother’s home, which was always spotless – in retrospect, perhaps obsessively so. 

She could still remember her mum trailing after her, tissue in hand, ready to wipe, 

mop or dab. 

It had been annoying, she remembered now, but the thought was still not enough to 

stop her from releasing a sigh of frustration at Jamie. But then she saw his little 

smiling face peeping out from his den and her irritation faded. That was motherhood 

right there – a revolving door of emotion. It was bedtime, just past seven o’clock 

according to the Gro Clock on the shelf. 

‘Hurry up, Mummy! The dinosaurs are waiting!’ 

‘Waiting? Whatever for?’ she asked in mock surprise. As if she didn’t know. 

‘A story!’ 

‘Well, we can’t possibly keep them waiting! What story are we reading tonight?’ 

she asked browsing through the bookshelf. 

‘The Gruffalo,’ came the muffle of her son’s voice. Claire guessed he’d gone back 

into his den to retrieve whatever treasures he wanted to take to bed with him. ‘And the 

dinosaurs want the funny voices, like Daddy does.’ 

‘Do they indeed? Well, what the dinosaurs want, they will get,’ replied Claire, 

bending down to enter the den to try and entice him out and into his bed. She always 

failed though because he liked one story in his den and three in his bed. Jamie was 

very particular like that. 

Five years. 

Had it really been that long? She sat crossed-legged, the lurid plastic toys lined up 

in front of her and Jamie on her lap as she read out loud. At some stages, it had felt 



like forever, especially during the terrible twos. Jamie hadn’t been the easiest child 

and Claire guiltily knew she would have preferred to be navigating the complex legal 

system on behalf of her most demanding client than trying to reason with a screaming 

toddler. 

But she and Chris had both agreed that working as a criminal lawyer full-time and 

trying to look after a young child wouldn’t work. Instead, she would take a year’s 

maternity leave and work part-time as a professional support lawyer until Jamie 

turned five and went to school and then they’d review the situation. They’d done the 

same thing when Joshua was born but back then, she’d been so excited about having a 

baby, she would have given up work completely if Chris had asked her to. Looking 

back though, she was glad that she’d kept her hand in, even if she was only doing 

paperwork. 

When Julia and herself had set up their own law firm in 2007, she’d been honest 

from the beginning about her desire to have another child and Julia had understood. 

Well, not the call of motherhood – Julia Stephens had always been clear in her 

preference to remain childless – but Julia had reassured Claire that they could work 

out a plan so that Claire could take maternity leave and then return with some 

flexibility. Indeed, Julia had even gone so far as to say that their own firm would be 

the perfect solution for a mother who still wanted to work. 

And it would have worked well – it was just unfortunate that giving Joshua a 

sibling had taken longer than either Claire, Chris or Julia had anticipated. Claire knew 

her career had suffered but what was the alternative? You couldn’t be at the beck and 

call of both a demanding judge and the needs of a baby. 

Now, with Joshua soon off to uni and Jamie heading to school, she’d somehow 

managed to sell the idea of her going back to work full-time to Chris over a bottle of 

wine the night before. She had successfully leveraged the fact that one of their couple 

friends had just hired a nanny and apparently it had been life-changing, so they would 

hire a nanny too, to do the afternoon school run, and to watch Jamie in the afternoons. 

Claire had been deliberate; she’d only broached the subject once the wine bottle was 

almost empty and as she watched him mulling it over, she knew that even if he didn’t 

agree to her proposal, she would have to find a way to go back to work full-time 

somehow. Her brain physically ached for the hum of court. She missed having a 

purpose that was just hers, and hers alone. And when she won a case… well, there 



was simply nothing like it. And she used to win often. The adrenalin would keep her 

going for days. 

* 

Luckily, she’d timed it well with the wine and Chris had agreed, no doubt buoyed by 

the thought of the extra income from her salary. While he earned well, the pressure to 

succeed was constant and with the two of them working, perhaps he would be able to 

take it a little easier, thought Claire, as she finished reading the story to Jamie with 

her best impersonation of a Gruffalo. She knew how stressful it was relying on one 

salary especially with their high standard of living – their mortgage payments alone 

were eye-watering. But as Claire finished reading and closed the book, the little 

mouse safe in the wood eating his nut, she knew she was ready to take on more 

demanding and lucrative cases. 

* 

Claire was trying not to panic. She’d just finished the last of the six nanny interviews 

she’d set up for the day and not one of them was suitable, despite them all being 

brilliant on paper. She thought of Viktoriya who had a flawless CV written in English 

but then could barely utter two understandable sentences. Or Rebecca, who spent 

most of the interview showing Claire her Instagram account and explaining how she 

had big dreams of becoming the next Kim Kardashian. 

Why would I hand my child over to you? 

Sighing, Claire went back to her laptop on the kitchen table and started a search in 

her inbox again. Maybe she’d missed someone? But as she started to reread the CVs, 

she knew she hadn’t. She’d received a lot of rubbish and the interviews today were 

the best of a bad lot. She sighed, pushing the laptop away from her. 

‘You look like you need a strong cup of tea,’ said Irene, her broad Yorkshire 

accent reminding Claire of childhood days out in the Dales. ‘Shall I make you one?’ 

‘Thank you, Irene, that would be lovely,’ she replied as Jamie came storming 

through to the kitchen, a rocket in his hand, which was swooping precariously close to 

the biscuit tin. 

‘Mummy! Do you want to play rockets with me? I’m going to visit the moon!’ 



‘I’d love to, Jamie,’ replied Claire, swiftly moving the biscuit tin out of Jamie’s 

path, ‘but Mummy has a few things to do first. What are you going to do on the 

moon?’ 

‘I’m going to play Snakes and Ladders,’ announced Jamie. 

‘Oh, well that sounds like a lot fun. Why don’t you go upstairs and put on your 

astronaut suit, then you’ll be ready for your rocket trip.’ 

With relief, she saw his eyes light up and watched as he ran towards the stairs to go 

to his bedroom. A few more minutes of quiet while she had a cup of tea and then she 

would get back to her search. But just then the front door slammed, and she heard 

Joshua and his friends in the hallway followed by a loud crash. Claire and Irene 

looked at each other in alarm before rushing through to the hallway. A bunch of 

flowers was upended, water spilling all over the tiles from the gift box vase that 

Claire had bought the day before. Two of Joshua’s friends were poised mid-wrestle, 

looking at the sodden mess. 

‘Sorry, Mrs Carmichael,’ one of them said before extracting himself and starting to 

pick up the flowers, his wrestling partner following his lead. 

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Joshua, also bending down to help. 

Irene and Claire watched in amusement as the two boys attempted to rearrange the 

flowers on the sideboard while another one took the tea towel Irene had handed him 

to mop up the water. Eventually, Claire stepped in. 

‘Why don’t you go and get yourselves a snack from the kitchen and we’ll finish up 

here,’ she suggested. ‘There’s pizza in the fridge.’ 

They didn’t need to be asked twice and Claire watched as they trooped past her 

before they charged into the kitchen. One of them had already put some music on and 

she could hear them slamming the fridge, opening cans of Coke, and no doubt 

smearing slices of bread with butter for sandwiches. After a few minutes, she heard 

them take their snacks and storm upstairs to Joshua’s bedroom. After a final door 

slam, the music was turned up high and Claire breathed a sigh of relief. Finishing the 

flowers, Claire went to sit back down at her laptop while Irene cleaned up the kitchen. 

‘You don’t know anyone do you, Irene, who might be looking for a job as a 

nanny?’ she asked now as her weekly cleaner put the tea in front of her. She didn’t 

know why she hadn’t thought of asking her before. Irene had been born in Yorkshire 

and had moved to Castlefield on the outskirts of Manchester when she got married at 

eighteen. Now she was fifty-five years old, and knew pretty much everyone in the 



small town. She came in once a week to do the ironing and a little light cleaning. She 

was constantly sucking on Werther’s Originals but there was no one who could get 

the creases in shirts as sharp as Irene. She was very much in demand in Castlefield 

and no doubt Claire would have to let Irene go if she managed to find a nanny. Irene 

pursed her lips in thought, the Werther’s Original on hold for the moment. 

‘Well, there’s Lillian’s girl down at the bottom of Cressfield Lane. I know she’s 

looking for something part-time.’ 

There weren’t many run-down areas in Castlefield, but if there was one, it was 

Cressfield Lane. Still, if she hired a local girl, then language wouldn’t be a problem. 

‘Interesting,’ replied Claire. ‘You wouldn’t happen to have her phone number, 

would you?’ 

‘Why don’t I give her a call now and see when she’s free?’ suggested Irene. 

‘That would be great, thank you.’ 

* 

She’d bought Irene a box of chocolates for introducing her to Lucy. As soon as Lucy 

had kneeled down to Jamie’s level and asked him about his red car, she knew she was 

going to give her the job. They’d met in a coffee shop and as they’d sipped their 

drinks, Lucy had explained how she was currently studying part-time for her child-

care diploma and would be able to work in the afternoons and early evenings. It was 

the perfect arrangement and while Lucy had no formal experience, she’d played a big 

role in raising her four brothers and sisters. After completing a reference check, Claire 

had invited Lucy to come to the house. 

‘Thank you for giving me this chance, Mrs Carmichael – I really appreciate it,’ 

said Lucy. 

‘Please, call me Claire,’ she replied trying not to notice the look of awe on Lucy’s 

face as she took in her home. She supposed it might be considered grand, even for 

Castlefield. Despite the endless mess the boys created on a daily basis, wooden floors, 

plush white sofas, and glass chandeliers had been on Claire’s wish list when she’d 

started decorating a few years ago. They’d just added the conservatory last year and 

as a result the kitchen had also expanded so it was large enough for an island and a 

dining table. 



‘And you’re welcome,’ she added now. ‘It’s a relief to know that I’ve found 

someone with so much experience!’ 

Lucy smiled and for a moment Claire wished she was young again – smooth skin 

and her whole life ahead of her. 

* 

‘Joshua, do you have a minute? I just want to talk to you about something,’ said 

Claire, peering into her son’s bedroom and resisting the impulse to comment on the 

smell. ‘Can I come in?’ 

Joshua nodded, his eyes never leaving the screen of his mobile phone, and Claire 

took the opportunity to discreetly open his bedroom window. 

She sat on Joshua’s bed and her son reluctantly put down his phone. 

‘What’s up?’ he asked now, putting his arms behind his head. 

‘Well, you know I’m planning to go back to work full-time when Jamie goes to 

school.’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘Well, to do that I need to get someone to look after Jamie in the afternoons.’ 

Joshua nodded. 

‘I just wanted to check you’re okay having someone else in the house. I’ve also 

asked her to keep an eye on you and make sure you’re doing your homework and not 

just playing video games,’ she added with a grin. 

‘Mum! Don’t worry, I’m fine!’ 

‘I know you are, I just wanted to check in, that’s all.’ 

‘So, have you found someone?’ 

‘Yes, her name is Lucy. I think you’ll really like her.’ 

Joshua nodded again, and she could see he was already losing interest in the topic. 

She decided to change the subject. ‘Are you ready to go back to sixth form?’ Claire 

had worried that Joshua might get bored during the summer holidays but, if anything, 

the break had done him good. He’d gone for a week away on his first boys’ holiday. 

Claire hadn’t really wanted him to go but Chris had persuaded her. Said it was 

important to give him the freedom he needed and in the end she couldn’t say no, not 

when all his mates were going as well. As Chris had predicted, Joshua had come back 

happy and relaxed and Claire felt nostalgic for the family holidays they used to take, 



desperately hoping that she would still have a few more to look forward to in the 

future. 

‘I s’pose,’ replied Joshua feigning boredom, but Claire knew he secretly loved it 

even with the workload. ‘I might go over to Mark’s tonight,’ continued Joshua 

picking his phone back up. 

‘Okay, love. What will you do for dinner?’ 

‘We’ll get something, Mum,’ he replied, sitting up on his bed. Claire knew that 

probably meant a McDonald’s meal and made a mental note to make him a sandwich 

before he left. 

‘Okay, well, I’ll leave you to it. You’re sure you’re okay with me going back to 

work full-time?’ she asked. 

Joshua rolled his eyes. ‘Mum, I’m fine!’ 

Claire made to stand up, somewhat reassured, but not before Joshua had the chance 

to grab in a brief hug. ‘We’ll miss you though,’ he muffled into her shoulder and 

Claire felt her heart swell as he grinned at her before going back to his phone. 

* 

‘I found a nanny!’ whispered Claire down the phone, quietly shutting the bedroom 

door behind her. Chris had gone to bed early after a rough day in the office. His 

ability to fall asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow baffled Claire who had always 

found it difficult to switch off. 

‘Yes!’ cried Julia, who’d heard all about the drama of trying to find someone 

suitable. ‘I knew you would! That’s great news!’ 

‘It is, isn’t it?’ Claire said, still keeping her voice low. 

‘Why are you whispering?’ 

‘Because Chris is sleeping.’ 

‘Oh, okay. Speaking of Chris… is he… on board with it? You know, you coming 

back to work full-time?’ 

Claire frowned. It was unlike Julia to sound so tentative. 

‘Yes, of course, why wouldn’t be?’ 

‘No reason!’ Julia quickly replied. ‘You just mentioned it was a big change for 

him, that’s all.’ 



Claire thought back to Chris’s response when she’d told him she’d found a nanny. 

He’d seemed surprised that she managed to find someone so quickly. 

‘Yes, he’s fine. Besides he’s working so hard at the moment, he won’t even notice 

I’m not here.’ 

‘And Jamie?’ 

‘The same – he’s so excited about school and he’s really enjoying having Lucy 

giving him so much attention and playing with him all the time.’ 

‘Amazing – I’m so happy for you and I’m so pleased that you’re coming back full-

time! Can you believe it will be our ten-year anniversary as well? The business really 

needs you – we have so much on. Did Greg get you up to date on the recent 

developments on the Barker case?’ 

As Claire listened to the intricate details of one of their firm’s most prestigious 

clients, she was reminded of when she and Julia had discussed setting up their own 

business all those years ago when they’d both worked in the corporate world at JWTS 

Solicitors. 

* 

‘Come on, Clairey,’ Julia had wheedled. ‘You know it’s the right thing to do!’ 

The fact that Julia was using the cute version of her name told her that she wasn’t 

going to let the matter drop. Julia was not one for cuteness or nicknames. 

‘And you have to admit,’ added Julia, building up her case, ‘we would be amazing, 

wouldn’t we?’ 

Claire picked up her glass of Sauvignon Blanc and looked out over the view. It was 

a beautiful day and they’d come out for lunch to celebrate a case Claire had won. It 

had almost cost her her sanity but she’d done it. Months of work for her and months 

of billing for JWTS Solicitors, which would no doubt make Matthew happy. She 

thought of her boss with his fat babyish face atop his man’s body and involuntarily 

shuddered. He was a screamer and if something didn’t go his way, he made sure the 

whole office knew about it. 

Unfortunately, he was also a brilliant lawyer and despite numerous complaints, HR 

had failed in persuading the board to get rid of him. He’d turned the firm around in 

just two short years and JWTS now boasted an incredible portfolio of clients. But the 

pressure was immense, like a boiling pan of eggs, everyone waiting to see who would 



crack next. Luckily it hadn’t been Claire or Julia, but since Claire had come back to 

work at JWTS after having Joshua five years previously, she knew it wouldn’t be long 

before the stress would get too much. Children and a career in law just didn’t work. 

Of course, it was all there in writing – support for mothers in the workplace, later 

starting times, remote working and so on… but everyone knew how it worked. You 

got the crappy cases, your childless colleagues made your life hell, and you would 

never be made Partner. On numerous occasions, she’d been tempted to chuck it in 

altogether. What was the point in trying to do everything and enjoying nothing? 

She should be celebrating her recent win but instead, she was sat here worried 

about the impact the last few months had had on her young son. There were too many 

missed bedtimes and school pick-ups. She’d missed sports day and the festive sing-

along and although Chris had been able to make the sports day, her guilt that her son 

didn’t have any parent there for the sing-along was like an open, festering wound. 

Every time she thought about it, she added a little more salt. 

She looked at Julia – perhaps her idea was worth considering? Yes, it would be 

stressful to set up their own practice but at least she would have more flexibility. And 

no verbal abuse from fat-faced Matthew. Turning back to her friend now, she 

compromised. 

‘I’ll think about it. Okay?’ 

‘Promise?’ wheedled Julia. 

‘I promise.’ 

‘Amazing!’ Everything was amazing with Julia. 

‘So,’ Julia said, pulling some leaflets out of her bag. ‘What do you think of this 

office space?’ 

‘Office space! Julia! I said I would think about it and you’ve already been looking 

for offices?’ 

‘I know, I know, but Claire, look!’ 

Claire caught sight of an image – a New York-style loft – huge windows with 

views looking over Manchester. Pulling it towards her, she peered over her sunglasses 

at Julia reproachfully before glancing at the leaflet. She couldn’t help but be curious. 

‘I’m just looking, Julia – it doesn’t mean I’ve agreed to this, okay?’ 

‘Okay,’ replied Julia, nonchalantly, hiding her smile behind her wine glass. But 

they both knew Julia had won. Together they would go into business and set up their 

own law firm, Stephens & Carmichael.  
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‘This lamb is just perfect, Claire,’ announced her mother and Claire looked up in 

surprise. It was unlike her mother to be so complimentary. She waited a moment 

before responding. There was usually something to follow. And sure enough. 

‘Did you cook it or did Lucy do it?’ 

Claire deliberately took her time to finish her mouthful of food. 

‘I cooked it,’ she lied, looking her mum directly in the eye. 

‘Well, it tastes delicious,’ said her father, clearly trying to make up for his wife’s 

insinuation. 

Claire took a gulp of wine and wished she hadn’t invited them. She tried not to 

think how she could be curled up with Chris on the sofa reading or watching TV. She 

and Chris didn’t get too many evenings together and she knew they’d get even less 

when she went back to work full-time. 

‘So, when do you go back?’ her mum asked. 

Honestly, it was like her mother could read her mind. 

‘Next week. I’ll settle Jamie into school on Monday and then start properly on 

Tuesday.’ 

‘Well, I suppose that’s how it is today, isn’t it? Working mums. Brings more 

problems than it solves in my opinion, but I’m sure you know what you’re doing.’ 

Chris and Claire exchanged glances, both quietly hoping that Joshua would start a 

new topic of conversation. He could usually be relied on to charm his grandparents. 

But then Claire caught the faint glow of backlight from his mobile phone and knew he 

was secretly messaging under the table. Little bugger. Joshua knew how much she 

hated that. 

‘So, Joshua, are you ready to go back to sixth-form college?’ Claire asked 

pointedly. ‘Why don’t you tell your grandparents about your new maths teacher?’ 

As Joshua began talking, in between shovelling huge forkfuls of food into his 

mouth, Claire and Chris both relaxed back in their chairs. Crisis averted. Once 

Patricia Sharpe – Claire’s mum – got going on a subject there was no stopping her – 

not even her long-suffering husband who had given up even trying, years ago. As 

long as Claire’s dad got his weekly football in, he’d learnt to be content. The time for 

change had long gone and they were both too old now. 



The family were sat around Claire’s dining table: her parents, Chris, herself, and 

Joshua. Jamie had already gone to bed. It was a monthly ritual that had started soon 

after Claire and Chris had got married. They had used to alternate – one month at 

Claire’s, the next month at her parents’, but when the kids came along, it had been 

easier for her parents to come to their daughter and son-in-law’s home. But although 

the boys were older now, they’d never gone back to their previous arrangement, so 

each month Claire found herself cooking a three-course meal. She’d become 

proficient at it over the years although she didn’t enjoy cooking. To her, it was just 

another task to be ticked off the never-ending domestic to-do list. 

‘Speaking of Lucy,’ said her mother, interrupting her thoughts. 

We weren’t, thought Claire, but go on, I know you won’t be happy until you’ve said 

your piece. 

‘Did you do reference checks on her?’ 

‘Of course!’ replied Claire. ‘I was very thorough.’ Out of the corner of her eye, she 

saw Joshua start with his phone again and she tried to find his leg under the table to 

nudge him. 

‘Well, that’s good. We don’t want our precious grandson left with just anyone 

now, do we, James?’ 

Claire’s father avoided answering by pretending to be engrossed in his peas. 

‘Lucy’s great, Mum,’ replied Claire firmly. ‘And she’s still in the trial phase. She’s 

only been with us a week but so far she’s shown herself to be really good with Jamie.’ 

Claire wondered why she was even bothering to defend her decision. 

‘Well of course, I’m sure she’s lovely. Where did you say she’s from again, love?’ 

I didn’t, but you’ve somehow found out and now you’re going to make it an issue. 

‘She’s local, Mum; Irene recommended her, remember?’ But she knew it wasn’t 

enough. 

‘Yes, but where exactly?’ persisted her mum. 

‘Cressfield Lane.’ 

Damn it. Even Chris looked up at that one. 

Her mum’s face was aghast. 

Oh, stop being so dramatic! 

‘Really, Claire? Do you think that’s a good idea? You know what that area is 

like… drugs and all sorts. What if she brought them to the house?’ 

‘Mum, she isn’t a—’ 



‘Chris, love, what do you think? Are you happy with this arrangement?’ 

Oh no you don’t, Mother! 

‘Chris and I made this decision together, Mum,’ stated Claire firmly before Chris 

had a chance to respond. ‘He’s on board with it.’ 

Claire and her mother both turned to Chris, his wife silently daring him to 

contradict her, his mother-in-law waiting for confirmation. 

‘It’s all right, Patricia,’ said Chris, his face breaking into the well-used smile he 

saved for his best clients. ‘We checked her out thoroughly so no need to worry.’ 

Claire watched her husband resume eating, hoping it was enough to close the matter. 

‘I have absolutely no doubt, Chris,’ started her mother, refusing to be derailed. 

Oh, for goodness’ sake! 

‘But why take the chance?’ she continued, speaking to Chris. ‘I’d be more than 

happy to watch Jamie for you in the afternoons.’ 

Claire, now excluded from the conversation, seethed inside, but she knew if she 

wanted the best outcome, she would have to leave it to Chris to handle her. 

‘We know, Patricia, and it’s lovely of you, but it’s such a lot to ask. We couldn’t 

possibly…’ he protested, although not strongly enough for Claire’s liking. Claire 

could practically see the numbers going through his head trying to weigh up how 

much money they’d save versus the potential pain of having his mother-in-law in the 

house when he got home. She could see the numbers were winning and Claire knew 

she had to do something quickly. 

‘What about your W.I., Mum? That’s every Tuesday afternoon, and don’t forget 

your weekly shop and afternoon tea with Moira on Fridays. Like Chris said, we 

couldn’t possibly impose such a responsibility on you,’ said Claire firmly. 

Not to mention Lucy will do all the cleaning and cooking as well. 

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right,’ conceded Patricia. ‘I am very busy these days. I 

honestly don’t know what would happen to the W.I. if they didn’t have me sorting 

everything out.’ 

Finally. 

‘But if you so much as get an inkling that Lucy is doing drugs, promise me, you’ll 

call me.’ 

‘We will, Mum,’ replied Claire, relieved. Another battle fought and won. 

* 



‘Oh my God,’ complained Claire, removing her earrings as she sat at her dressing 

table. ‘She never gives up, does she?’ 

Chris didn’t need to ask who she was talking about it. He removed his shirt and tie, 

dumping them in the laundry basket. ‘It was nice of your mum to offer to babysit 

though, wasn’t it?’ 

‘Honestly, Chris, you’d go nuts coming home to her here every day. And besides, 

who will do all the washing, cleaning, and cooking?’ 

‘Is Lucy going to be doing all that as well?’ 

‘Yep,’ said Claire triumphantly. ‘She’s a great cook, isn’t she?’ 

‘Well, I wouldn’t know,’ said Chris coming up behind her and wrapping his arms 

around her. ‘Unless that lamb wasn’t produced by my wife’s own sweet fair hands?’ 

he joked, nuzzling into her neck. 

Claire smiled. ‘I guess you’ll never know, will you?’ 

* 

Claire pulled up the covers around her, luxuriating in the warmth. Turning on her left 

side, she slipped an arm around her sleeping husband’s waist. She was tired, the 

evening having taken its toll, but despite the comforting presence of Chris, she 

couldn’t sleep. Her mother had always been difficult, but she seemed to be getting 

worse. And when had her father become so passive? 

Her mind raced backwards through her life – school, university, her first job, 

marrying Chris, the births of Joshua and Jamie – but nothing stuck out. Perhaps it was 

she who had changed? It was during such times that she wished she had a brother or 

sister to share her thoughts with. It was one of the reasons she’d been so adamant that 

she and Chris keep trying for a second baby – she didn’t want Joshua to be an only 

child like she had been. 

There had been some benefits though. You were at the centre of your parents’ 

world. Which was fine when you were a child, but not so much when you were an 

adult. And over the years, it seemed like the focus had become more and more 

intense, like being under a microscope and the dial just kept turning and turning. And 

what about her Dad? They had been so close – allies against the world. Now, the only 

thing that seemed to make him happy was his football. 



Happiness. She’d never thought about it in relation to her parents before. Were 

they happy? She didn’t know. She’d never asked them. She wondered what they 

would say, if she did. She knew she made them happy. Her dad always used to tell her 

that the day she was born was the best day of his life. Her dad had chosen the name 

Claire, although her mother had insisted on registering it with an I so it was spelt the 

French way. 

What made people happy at that age, anyway? They were sixty-seven, not exactly 

ancient but not young anymore either. They’d been married since they were twenty-

two, having met at school. Her father had worked in retail. They’d lived in the same 

house, her father had worked for the same firm, and they’d been attending the same 

social club for as long as Claire could remember. But growing up, that was normal – 

what all her friends had as well. A mum, a dad, maybe a sibling or two; if you were 

lucky, a guinea pig, and if you were very lucky, a puppy. You went to school, Mum 

picked you up, Dad usually came home from work at five-thirty, bath at seven o’clock 

and into bed. Everyone did the same. 

But	she’d	always	had	a	feeling	that	there	was	something	slightly	different	about	

her	parents.	Like	the	time	they’d	slept	in	separate	beds	for	a	few	years.	Mum	said	

it	was	because	of	Dad’s	snoring.	Dad	said	it	was	because	of	his	snoring.	At	the	

time,	she’d	accepted	that.	But	now	she	wondered	if	it	was	just	another	example	

of	a	broken	marriage.	There	was	certainly	no	physical	affection	between	them;	

they	didn’t	hold	hands	or	even	peck	each	other	on	the	cheek.	They	didn’t	sit	close	

–	Dad	had	his	chair	and	Mum	had	hers	on	different	sides	of	the	room,	albeit	both	

facing	the	television.	But	isn’t	that	what	all	couples	did?	Over	the	years,	she’d	

begun	to	wonder.	


