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      I was in the supermarket when the phone rang. The clear plastic bag was heavy with tomatoes and almost ready to tie. When I held my phone against my face, my fingers smelled of them. Ripe and pungent.

      ‘Where are you?’

      Richard.

      My heart stopped. He was tense. Braced. My stomach chilled. I didn’t say a word, waiting.

      ‘Jen?’

      ‘What is it?’ It couldn’t be you. It couldn’t be.

      ‘I’m at Queen Mary’s. OK?’ He paused and that deathly pause, that hesitation, told me everything. ‘You need to come.’

      The words hung there. The bag slipped and fell. A tomato rolled free, spilling down the display and coming to a halt against the plastic barrier. A woman pushed roughly past me to reach for spring onions and dropped them into the wire basket in the crook of her arm. Behind her, a baby, hidden inside a buggy with raised hood, started to wail.

      ‘What?’ I asked.

      The woman tore a plastic bag from the roll and reached for tomatoes.

      ‘Don’t freak out, alright.’ Richard sounded a long way away. ‘Is anyone with you?’

      I steadied myself against the bottom of the stand. The woman’s grasping fingers plucked tomatoes and filled her bag.

      Richard said: ‘It’s going to be alright.’

      I couldn’t breathe. ‘What is?’

      He hesitated and that pause, his fear of telling me, told me how bad it must be.

      ‘There’s been an accident. OK? In the car.’ Pause. ‘Just come.’

      ‘Accident?’ My hands tensed with rage. I wanted to throw something, to hit out.

      ‘Call me when you get here. OK?’

      ‘Tell me. For God’s sake!’

      He sighed. ‘Just get here.’

      The line went dead. I started to shake. I banged the heel of my hand into the tomatoes. Juice squirted from a split. The young woman jumped back, glared. A couple, passing behind with a trolley, stopped and turned to look, their faces hard with disapproval.

      

      Richard’s eyes were heavy. He was waiting for me at the entrance to paediatric intensive care. As I approached, my steps sharp and fast down the corridor, he looked me over, his face strained.

      Inside, in the waiting area, his coat lay across a chair. A takeaway cup sat on the table in front of it, coffee stains on the lid. Behind, the wall was decorated with a giant stencil of Minnie Mouse. The tip of Minnie’s left ear was peeling off.

      I looked round. ‘Where is she?’

      He pursed his lips. ‘Calm down, Jenny. Please.’

      I dug my nails into my palms as my hands closed into fists. ‘One night. You promised. You promised you’d look after her.’

      He’d begged to have you that weekend. I should never have let you go. My voice was strangled as I struggled not to shout at him.

      ‘Tell me right now. Everything.’

      He sat down and gestured to the chair beside him. I was so brittle I could barely bend my legs.

      ‘A car hit them. Head-on. It was going the other way and skidded and…’ He hung his head, spoke into his solid brown lace-ups.

      ‘Hit them?’ He’d said them, not us. I leaned closer, struggling to understand and caught the old, familiar scent of his skin. ‘Weren’t you there?’

      He didn’t answer. The heaviness in his cheeks made him suddenly old. My legs, my feet flat on the hard hospital floor, started to judder.

      ‘The airbag went off. Ella’s OK. Bruised but OK.’ He broke off. ‘They sent her home. But the other driver…’ He bit down on his lip and looked away.

      ‘What about Gracie?’ I pulled away, angry. ‘Where is she?’

      Richard’s eyes found mine. They were red-rimmed. I saw the fear there before they slid back to the floor. He swallowed.

      ‘She’s in a coma. They’re not sure—’

      A sharp pain in my stomach made me lean suddenly forward, doubled over. I opened my mouth, tried to speak, closed it again. My hands pressed against my belt, holding back the pain.

      A pause. Behind us, heels clicked down the corridor, turned a corner, faded.

      Richard said: ‘Keep calm. Please. Everyone’s doing their best. OK?’

      I struggled to steady myself, lifted my head. I looked past him to the double doors that led further into the ward.

      ‘I need to see her. Now.’

      He nodded and got wearily to his feet. At the doors, he made a performance of pressing the flap for a blob of hand sanitizer and rubbing it over his knuckles, his palms, pointing me to do the same. He tugged out blue wads from a plastic dispenser and handed one to me. I stared at it, then watched him unfold the other one into a mask, slip two elastic loops round his ears and open the flap across his mouth and nose. My stomach contracted. The pain again. My God. My dear God.

      He gave me a sharp look. ‘She may be able to hear.’ His voice through the mask was muffled. ‘Be careful what you say.’

      

      You don’t look like you. You’re so pale and fragile, your face still, your eyes closed. Your fringe is brushed back from your forehead and there’s a clear plastic mask fastened across your nose and mouth. Your arms are arranged outside the sheet as if you’ve already been laid out for death to take, and a needle, stuck sideways into the soft skin of your forearm, feeds pale liquid from a bag on a stand. Machines on both sides whirr and click, and, through it all, your breathing makes a soft steady suck in the mask.

      I stand and stare. My arms shake at my sides. I fight the urge to leap forward and tear out all their damn wires and tubes and scoop you up in my arms and hold you, run with you, take you home.

      A nurse fiddles with the drip. When she turns away from it, she doesn’t look me in the eye. Her face is hard and too carefully neutral as if she really wants to say: so you’re the mother, are you? Really? And you let this happen? Where were you, exactly?

      Richard pulls a chair from the bottom of the bed and sets it by your side and I sit down, reach through the metal side bars that form your cage, take your hand and encase it in my own, squeeze it, stroke your small fingers and start to sing to you, my voice so low that only you and I can hear, the songs we sing together in the night, when you’re feverish or just can’t sleep and need a cuddle, the songs we’ve sung together ever since you were born and the midwife first put you in my arms, wrapped round in a snowy white towel, all red and scrunched and beautiful. Such a perfect baby… I thought the other parents on the maternity ward must be mad with jealousy.

      My breath makes the inside of the mask hot and moist. I don’t know how long we sit there, you and I, joined at the hand, singing together. You can hear me, I know it, you know I’m there, reaching for you, willing you to come back to me.
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      The doctor wasn’t old enough. She looked barely out of medical school and her manner was officious. She spoke to us in a bare consulting room off the corridor. It had squares of rough beige matting on the floor, a cheap settee and several matching armchairs with wooden arms and lightly padded seats. An insipid picture of a vase of flowers hung on one wall. On the other was the stencil of a gawky cartoon dog and cat, grinning.

      ‘We are grateful, Doctor.’ Richard sounded lost. He always tried to ingratiate himself with important people in the hope it made a difference. ‘Everyone’s been so kind.’

      We were sitting side by side on the settee. It was low and our knees rose awkwardly. I reached across and squeezed his hand. His fingers were cool and firm and familiar in mine. He pulled away, giving me an absent-minded pat in the process. We made you, this man and I. We were happy once, before our small family broke apart.

      ‘The brain bleed is extensive.’ The doctor spoke with exaggerated care, as if we were half-wits. ‘That bleeding puts a lot of pressure on brain tissue. It’s still unclear how much damage it has caused.’

      She sat forward on the edge of her chair with her hands neat in her lap. She gave the impression she didn’t plan to stay long.

      ‘Why?’ My voice was abrupt. ‘She was in a child seat, wasn’t she?’

      Richard cut in at once. ‘She was. I’ve already—’

      I nodded, carrying on. ‘That’s the point of it, surely? It protects her.’

      The doctor hesitated. ‘The seat probably saved her life.’ She lifted her forearm and demonstrated a rippling motion with her hand. ‘But even strapped in, the force of the impact still causes internal trauma to the brain. We call it a coup injury. The soft tissue is thrown forward against the inside of the skull, you see. That causes blood vessels to tear and bleed and the blood has nowhere to go. So it can invade brain tissue and cause damage.’

      Richard blinked. ‘So what—’ he hesitated, groping for the words ‘—what does that mean?’

      The doctor looked at a spot on the wall behind us. She had no softness in her face, just awkwardness.

      ‘The prognosis isn’t clear. If there’s no change, we’ll keep her comatose for as long as twenty-four hours and then review the bleed.’ She drew her eyes from the wall and glanced at me, at Richard. ‘The coma supports recovery by reducing cranial pressure.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Her body has been through a significant trauma. You do realise she was resuscitated? She’s done well to get this far.’ She hesitated. ‘There’s also the possibility of a contra-coup injury. Bleeding caused by a secondary impact at the rear of the skull. But so far, there’s no evidence of that.’

      Shouting outside. Voices far below, called from another universe. My car was in the car park, waiting. A space where your seat should be. The footwell strewn with toys and biscuit wrappers and empty juice cartons.

      ‘She’s a fighter,’ I said. ‘She’ll be OK.’

      The doctor cleared her throat. ‘In my experience, in cases like this—’

      ‘How many exactly?’

      She paused, gave me a questioning look.

      ‘How many cases have you had? Like this?’

      ‘Jennifer!’ Richard, embarrassed.

      The doctor’s face was impassive. ‘In my experience, stability at this stage is crucial. It’s the body’s best chance of recovery. I suggest you go home and get some rest tonight. We’ll call you at once if there’s any change.’

      ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘No. I’m staying.’

      Richard frowned. ‘Maybe the doctor’s right. If she—’

      ‘I’m not leaving her. I’m her mother.’

      He shook his head at the doctor, as if to apologise for me.

      I didn’t care. All I wanted was to scoop you up into my arms and leave this desperate, sterile place and take you home and draw the curtains and settle in the lumpy armchair in the corner of your bedroom and rock you and hold you close and never let you go.

      The doctor rose to her feet. At the door, she turned back and looked at me.

      ‘I can assure you, she’s getting the best possible care.’

      

      They didn’t let me see you often. In the early afternoon and in the early evening, I was allowed to sit beside you for a short time, to hold your hand in mine and press it to my lips, to stroke your cool, smooth forehead and sing to you. You seemed so far away, my love. Flown from me to an unknown place.

      I strained forward to check the slow, steady flutter of your breathing, proving to myself that you were still with me, still in this world. The machines by your bed whirred and pulsed and numbers on monitors climbed and fell and sometimes flashed and on another screen, a line rose and fell in an eternally undulating wave.

      A television screen on a mechanical arm was tucked up high against the ceiling. A white enamel sink stood against the far wall with surgeon’s taps beside shiny metal dispensers of liquid soap and paper towels and, underneath these, a white metal pedal bin labelled Offensive Material.

      No clock in sight. This was a room outside time, where day and night, morning and evening were the same sterile nothingness and the only rhythm was the suck and puff of your breath inside the mask. And I sat there, watching you, aching for you, dreading the footsteps that would come to make me leave.

      The hours away from you were heavy. The waiting area was largely deserted. I tried to imagine Richard and Ella at home. She would be resting and he would be fussing over her, awkward and slightly inept but gentle. I wondered how much of him was there with her, and how much was here with us and how anyone could split themselves in two like that.

      The ward stilled and quietened. I stood on a side table and pressed Minnie’s peeling ear back into place against the wall. I watched the nurse behind her desk, shuffling papers and chatting in a low voice to the young woman who came to relieve her. Resting the side of my head against my hand, I stared at the large clock on the wall behind her as it slowly turned towards night. The light above me emitted a low buzz. The floor shimmered with shifting, cloudy patterns. My mind was numb.

      They were wrong. You wouldn’t leave me. You were a fighter. I sensed you there, reaching out for me, battling to survive. I closed my eyes, hunched my shoulders and strained to send you all the strength I had, to tell you I was here, willing you well.

      ‘There’s a café down the corridor.’

      The nurse, a youngster with freckled cheeks, was bending over me. She made an attempt at a smile, pointed to the right, out of the ward doors.

      ‘It’s not much but it’s better than nothing. You haven’t eaten, have you?’

      I shook my head. I felt sick.

      ‘It’ll close soon. I’ll come and get you if anything happens.’ She gave my shoulder a pat. ‘Go while you can.’

      I tensed, ready to fight, then tilted and saw her face. Her eyes were kind. I heaved myself to my feet, swayed and she took my elbow to steady me.

      ‘Try to have something. You’ve got to keep your strength up.’ She paused, considering. ‘You might be here all night.’

      The café wasn’t much, she was right. A sprinkling of a dozen plastic-topped tables with hard chairs and a counter selling tea and coffee, sandwiches and panini, bars of chocolate and crisps. The tables were deserted and the whole place felt forlorn, as desolate as a motorway service station at three in the morning.

      I bought a bottle of fizzy water and settled in a corner, rested my head against the cold, whitewashed wall and closed my eyes.

      ‘Are you Gracie’s mum?’

      A gentle male voice. I opened my eyes, sat up at once.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      He smiled, put out a hand to calm me. ‘Nothing. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.’

      He was tall with floppy dark hair and wore a grey cashmere coat. He was carrying a coffee in a takeaway cup and had a newspaper tucked under his arm. The Daily Telegraph.

      ‘May I?’ He nodded to the chair opposite mine.

      I shrugged. What did it matter? What did anything matter apart from you?

      ‘Matthew Aster. I’m in paediatrics. Just coming off shift.’

      I looked more closely. He looked about forty-five, perhaps a little older. His skin had a lined, lived-in look as if his life had been more interesting than easy. His eyes were intelligent and thoughtful and they were searching mine, waiting.

      ‘You’re a doctor? Are you treating Gracie?’

      ‘Not exactly but we’re a small team here. We talk. I saw you in IC earlier.’ He shuffled his feet. They stuck out from under the table. Black lace-ups, neatly polished. ‘I’m sorry. Not an easy time.’

      He set the newspaper down on the table. There was a picture of the Royals on the front page, a smiling Kate and William on their travels. I’d seen it on the newsstand as I went into the supermarket all that time ago. An image from another lifetime.

      He gestured to the water. ‘Is that all you’re having? Can I buy you something?’

      I shook my head. ‘I’m fine. Really.’

      He pulled a Kit Kat out of his pocket, snapped it in two, set one stick in front of me and unwrapped the other, then ate it, sipping his coffee after each bite.

      I peeled off the silver paper and nibbled the chocolate. The sweetness was cloying. I put it down. ‘Will she be alright?’

      He narrowed his eyes. I wondered what the officious young doctor had told him about me. The mother’s difficult. Rude. No wonder the husband strayed.

      ‘It’s too early to know,’ he said carefully. ‘But she’s doing well. No sign of complications, so far. That’s very positive.’ He hesitated. ‘One step at a time.’

      I sipped my water and looked past him into the drab hospital corridor. A stout woman was shuffling down towards the toilets on a walking frame, her head craning forward, her legs swollen.

      ‘This can’t be happening.’ I spoke almost to myself. ‘She’s only three. I just want to take her home.’

      He reached forward and briefly covered my hand. His fingers were strong and warm with curling black hair above the knuckles. I thought of the way Richard had pulled his hand from mine and how comforting it felt to be touched, even for a moment.

      I swallowed, trying not to cry. ‘She’s everything to me. Gracie. I’d do anything. If she needs, you know, organs, she can have mine.’

      He nodded. ‘I know. I’m afraid it’s not that simple.’

      The woman at the counter started to pack away the crisps and chocolate into cardboard boxes. He crossed to her, took one of the few remaining sandwiches from the fridge and bought it, then came back to me and set it on the table.

      ‘Just in case. It might be a long night.’ He reached into his coat pocket and took out a pen, scrawled ‘Matt’ on the top of the newspaper, along with a mobile phone number, and tore it off. ‘If you have any questions. Or if you just need to talk. Any time.’

      He picked up his newspaper, nodded to me as if something unspoken had been agreed between us and turned away with a swish of his coat. He had a long, confident stride and a broad back. I stared after him down the corridor long after he had disappeared from sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      My body aches. The bed is soft and warm and I long to rest but I’m too afraid to close my eyes. Every time I do, I see her face. Hanging there, a second before the bang. Her eyes are wide, staring into mine. Her eyebrows two neat wedges. Her mouth, the lips painted deep red, parted.

      Then the almighty crash, the crack of the airbag exploding in my face, thumping me in the chest, my own limpness, thrown back and forth, as helpless as one of those stuffed crash dummies catapulted to and fro in slow motion.

      A moment later, utter silence. Life was suspended. Traffic stopped. A high-pitched screeching inside my ears blotted out the living world. The dead world too.

      I asked one of the paramedics, ‘Is she alright?’ My voice was a croak.

      ‘Don’t worry, flower. She’s fine.’

      Their hands were thick and strong and worked briskly over my body, checking, assessing, easing me out, lying me flat on a stretcher. Above, the arc of a streetlight against low cloud as I was carried away from the wreckage. I wondered at it. A perfect curve. So graceful. The bending arm of a dancer.

      They thought I was asking about Gracie, still ominously silent in the back. They lied, of course. She was anything but fine. That horror was still to come. But at that moment, in the madness of the accident, when the world was still spinning and I barely knew who I was, where I was, I actually meant her, that girl whose face was lodged in my head, that complete stranger.

      Later, Richard told me.

      ‘It was instant,’ he said. ‘That’s what the doctors said. She didn’t suffer.’

      What did they know? They didn’t see her eyes. The horror in them.

      ‘Don’t think about her.’

      How could I do anything else? I couldn’t help it. I had to keep asking. All the time the doctor was examining me. How old was she? What was her name? I needed a name.

      ‘Don’t, Ella.’ Richard looked desolate. ‘Stop it. There’s nothing you can do.’

      He was finally forced to tell me about Gracie when he put me in the taxi outside the hospital. He was all apologies, flustered as he handed the driver a bundle of notes to get me safely home. Sorry he couldn’t come with me. So sorry. He ought to be looking after me. He knew that. But Gracie – well, it wasn’t looking good. They weren’t sure she’d make it. His eyes were red.

      He bent low to kiss me before he closed the taxi door.

      ‘You’ll be alright?’

      I didn’t answer. I felt sick. Little Gracie. What if she died? Dear God, what if?

      ‘It’s not your fault, Ella.’ He read the wretchedness on my face. ‘You do know that?’

      Wasn’t it?

      

      There’s a tree outside the bedroom window. Its bare branches are sharp and scrawny, a scribble of black lines on white sky. A few more months and the buds will come again, leaves will clothe it. Sunshine and nests and greenery and she, that girl – they say her name was Vanessa – she won’t see any of it. All the plans she made, whatever they were, will never happen now.

      Downstairs, the bang of the front door. I lie very still and listen. He goes into the kitchen and the fridge opens with a soft suck. The click and fizz of a can opening. Beer, probably. Or Coke. I wait.

      His tread is steady on the stairs. When he comes in, I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep. Why? I want so much for him to hold me. I want to cry on him and tell him it’s me, it’s all my fault, if Gracie dies, it’s because of me. I want to let it out and be comforted but I can’t. Instead, I build a wall. It’s what I do.

      He stops moving and, in the silence, I feel him watching me from the doorway, wondering if I’m awake, unsure what to do. I hold my breath. Inside, I’m screaming: come to me, hold me, my love, please. The silence stretches, taut as skin.

      Then it tears and he turns away, retreating, and it was my own doing; I’m pushing him away, and I shake, lonely for him. Why shouldn’t I hurt? What right have I to be safe and whole when Gracie struggles for life and that girl, Vanessa, is already cold?

      Later, much later, the mattress shifts as he lies beside me. A warm arm threads itself round my waist and I shudder and sigh. He kisses the skin between my shoulder blades. Not a sexual kiss, just tender. Just kind. I don’t blame you, the kiss says. It’s not your fault.

      Gradually, his muscles relax and become heavy and I wonder how he can sleep, after all that’s happened, knowing Gracie may not be alive in the morning.

      He has come home to me but she will be there in the hospital, that dreadful woman. Sitting at her daughter’s bedside. White-faced and frantic and making a martyr of herself. She will blame me. I feel it already. It’s just one more reason to hate me. To wish I were the one who died.

      I lie very still. My neck throbs. Richard breathes steadily against my skin, warming it. I am afraid to sleep and I keep myself awake for a long time, reading the shapes in the shadows. I don’t understand. How is it possible that, just this morning, a girl called Vanessa was alive and now she is not?

      It terrifies me. Not the dying itself but the darkness, the oblivion that waits for us all. After all that’s happened, after all I’ve suffered, how could it not?

      Was she afraid of it too? Did she have any premonition that death was stalking her? When she put on her lipstick, slid into the seat of her car and switched on the engine, did she have the slightest sense that she was starting an endless drive headlong into nothingness?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          Jennifer

        

      

    

    
      That night, I half-sat, half-sprawled across the chairs in the waiting area, opposite the peeling Minnie Mouse, close to the nurses’ station. Time shimmered and blurred.

      When I closed my eyes, strange images swam in and out. You, my love, lying so small and still in the hospital bed, surrounded by machines. Richard’s drawn face and the fear in it. The supermarket with its bright, hard music as my hand reached in my pocket for the ringing phone.

      I lost track of time. The only sounds were the slap of plastic doors and the soft hum of the overhead lights. Occasionally, shoes squeaked to and fro between rooms. The nurse, sitting over a book in a cone of artificial light, cleared her throat or shuffled her feet. The ward was infused with the smells of disinfectant. It brought back a sudden memory of my father when I was a child, of his lab coat, strange with the scent of the hospital where he’d worked.

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall.

      The nurse shook me. I must have dozed. I was slumped against the hard arm of the chair and my back ached, my head throbbed, as I struggled to sit up quickly. My mouth was dry and tasted sour. The nurse handed me a cup of milky coffee.

      ‘I thought you might want this.’

      I stared at her blankly. There was movement behind her. Life was returning to the ward as cleaners and nurses pushed trolleys at the start of a fresh shift, a new day. The wall clock read five to six.

      ‘How is she?’

      ‘Doing well. A doctor will come and see you in a while.’ She paused, watching me. She seemed to be deciding how much to say. ‘He’ll explain. But Gracie’s doing well. You should have a wash. Drink that first. You look done in.’

      In the cramped toilets, I splashed cold water on my face and dried it with a rough paper towel. My eyes were bloodshot, my hair straggly. As I watched, my eyes filled with tears and I blinked, rubbing them away. Please God. Please. Make her well. I’ll do whatever you want. Anything.

      I sat stiffly by the nurse’s station, waiting for the doctor, jumping at every fresh footstep. Seven o’clock came. The kind overnight nurse said goodbye and good luck and went home. She was replaced by another, younger but brisker. At seven twenty, I got to my feet and went to the nurses’ station.

      ‘I’m waiting to see the doctor.’

      The nurse had her back to me. She spoke over her shoulder. ‘If you’d just take a seat.’

      I leaned forward over the desk. ‘I’ve waited all night. It’s my daughter, Gracie. They said there might be news.’

      ‘I’ve told you.’ She turned round, impatient. ‘He’ll be with you as soon as he can.’

      At eight o’clock, the doors to the ward swung open. A man’s tread. I twisted to look. He had his back to me as he negotiated the doors, his arms burdened, but the shock of dark hair, the smart coat and the shining shoes were familiar.

      I jumped to my feet as he approached me.

      ‘Is it you? The doctor?’

      He gave a rueful smile. ‘Not exactly. I’m in paediatrics, not IC.’

      My shoulders sagged.

      ‘I just came by to see if you were still here.’ He set down a takeaway cup of tea and a paper bag. ‘Thought you might need breakfast.’ He opened the paper bag to show a croissant inside.

      ‘Thank you.’ I didn’t move to touch it. ‘The nurse said she was doing well. I’m waiting to see a doctor.’

      He looked so compassionate that I bit my cheek to stop myself from bursting into tears.

      ‘A nurse wouldn’t say that unless it were true. Look, I know it’s hard but it won’t be much longer.’ He checked his watch. ‘The day shift’s just coming in.’

      My legs buckled and I sat down with a bump.

      He watched me, his face concerned. ‘Try to eat something.’

      He disappeared down the ward. I hunched forward, looked at the croissant but didn’t move to touch it.

      A moment later, he came back, his step brisk, and he leaned over me. The nurse watched us with a frown.

      ‘I’ve had a word.’ He kept his voice low. ‘As soon as they’re briefed, they’ll be out to see you. OK? It won’t be long.’

      I nodded. I wanted so much to thank him but my mouth wouldn’t work.

      He looked at his watch. I imagined his own ward, his own patients, waiting.

      ‘I’ve got to go but I’ll try to look in again later, OK? And please, try to eat.’

      He turned abruptly and left the ward again. The croissant was warm. I broke off an end, scattering flakes of pastry.

      At eight-forty, a new doctor introduced himself and led me along the corridor to another small side-room. He had an American accent. He pointed me to a low chair with wooden arms, then perched on the edge of the desk in front of me, one ankle crossed over the other. His short white coat hung open and a stethoscope dangled from his neck. He looked barely forty.

      ‘I’m cautiously optimistic,’ he said. ‘We’re not out of the woods yet, but a few hours ago, Gracie showed signs of renewed brain activity in the frontal lobes. Where she had the bleed.’

      ‘Is that good?’

      He scratched his nose. ‘It’s early days. The overnight team reduced the medication. If she responds well, we may be able to start bringing her out of the coma by the end of the day.’

      I stared, trying to follow. ‘And?’

      ‘So far all the indications are good.’ He studied his bitten nails. ‘I’ve just spoken to your, er, to Gracie’s father. He’s on his way. But if you’d like to see her?’

      I was on my feet at once.

      ‘Don’t expect too much. She’s still unconscious. We won’t know the extent of the tissue damage for some time.’

      He may have said more. I can’t remember. All I heard was that you were making progress and I could see you and that was all that mattered.

      The blinds in your room are drawn. The only signs of morning are the sharp lines of light along the edges. You seem so small beside the banks of machinery, so very vulnerable. Pale and silent.

      The nurse leaves us alone together and I slip off my shoes and climb up onto the hard hospital bed alongside you, deep into your metal cage, thread my arms through the spaghetti tubes from your face, your arm, the pads taped to your temples, and lift your shoulders gently from the pillow until you’re lying to one side with your head resting on the pad of my shoulder and I pull that stupid damp mask off my face so I can put my lips to your cool skin and whisper to you: ‘Gracie, my love. It’s Mummy. Mummy’s here.’

      I start to sing ‘You are my Sunshine’ very softly – it’s one of our favourites – and as I sing, I see you twirling in the sitting room with your arms outstretched, your eyes widening as you spin and become dizzy, saying in your high voice as you start to wobble: ‘That’s lovely dancing, Gracie,’ to prompt me to say it myself.

      Time stops as I lie there with you and stroke your cheek and the only sounds in the world are the low whirrs and clicks of the machines and your soft breathing and it’s all that exists, all that matters, you and me, little Gracie, you and me together, keeping each other safe, hidden away from the rest of the world.
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      Richard looked terrible. His chin was dark with stubble and his eyes bloodshot. He came hurrying in through the slapping doors and stopped, adjusted to the stillness, the quietness on the ward. He shrugged off his coat to show a baggy sweater and jeans and sat heavily beside me.

      ‘Have you seen her?’

      I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

      His knees bounced with jumpiness. ‘They phoned me earlier. Doctor Anderson.’

      I shrugged.

      ‘He sounded very positive. She’s responding well, he said.’

      He leaned in, looked at me more closely.

      ‘You alright?’

      My mouth twisted and I sat forward, hiding my face in my hands, and crumpled into tears. I hadn’t expected to… hadn’t wanted to; he couldn’t cope with crying.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I sobbed like a child, snotty and hot. ‘It’s just – I keep thinking…’

      His arm reached round my shoulders and he drew me to him, clumsily patted my hair. His body was tense but I didn’t care, I just folded into him, collapsed, wet-faced, into his chest.

      ‘I know. I know.’

      You don’t, I thought. You have no idea. He loves you, Gracie, he does. But not the way I do. He was never overwhelmed by it. He didn’t suffer with love for you. That was one of our many differences.

      And he left us both, left us for her. Don’t forget that. He isn’t the one putting you to bed alone every night, then sitting in a silent house with a glass of wine for company, worrying about money and childcare and wondering where it all went wrong.

      ‘It’s going to be alright.’ He let me cry on until the front of his jumper was damp, then pulled a huge handkerchief from his trouser pocket. He shook it open and handed it to me. It smelt of fresh ironing. ‘It’s going to be OK.’

      How many times had he said that to me, over the years? I blew my nose, pulled away from him and dabbed at his jumper. All the promises he made to me, to us, he broke. How could I trust him now?

      I pulled away from him and he took his arm back from my shoulders and fixed his eyes on the opposite wall while I recovered and we settled there, side by side, exhausted, watching the wall and waiting, waiting, waiting.

      

      I was young when I met your father. Too young. I’d just moved down to London after university and everything felt unsettled. I was on a graduate scheme with a telecoms company and already deciding I was more interested in HR than the accounts department I’d joined. I had a small room in a flat, sharing with two other girls. They were nice enough but older and both had steady boyfriends and I found myself staying out as much as possible, keeping out of the way.

      It was a barbeque. A friend of someone from work. I didn’t know many people and I wandered out of the kitchen to the garden, a drink in my hands, and there he was, a lean young man in a chef’s apron, bent low, blowing on smoky coals.

      ‘I’m guessing it’s going to be a while.’

      He didn’t turn to look at me straight away but I saw his smile.

      ‘One of the ten rules of life. Always eat before a barbeque.’

      I thought about that. ‘What are the other nine?’

      He twisted at last to look me in the eye. He was thin-faced and handsome in those days and you know that smile.

      ‘I refer you to rule number one,’ he said. ‘Never reveal the other nine.’ Then he clapped his hand to his face in mock dismay. ‘Doh! Now you know two.’

      He was just shy. I know that now. That was why he was standing all alone in the garden, pretending to be busy. That was why he spoke in riddles. But at the time, I was intrigued. He was three years older than me and had his own car and was training to be a solicitor and he seemed mature and safe.

      I became his helper, carrying out raw burgers and sausages and pepper and mushroom kebabs from the kitchen, and watching as he sprayed oil and turned them. The irony is, that was probably the first and only time he cooked for me in all those years.

      At the end of the evening, he gave me a lift home and listened, and I found myself telling him about work and my boss and the girls in the flat and how strange it was to get up at seven o’clock every morning and go to work on the Tube after all that time studying and how I missed it, sometimes – the freedom to lie about all day and read and think, but of course I was grateful too; I was lucky, I knew that, to have a job at all.

      When I finished, it went very quiet in the car. He focused on the road and it gave me the chance to look at him. He had a strong profile. A straight nose.

      ‘I’m going to the South Bank tomorrow,’ he said. ‘To see what’s on at the Festival Hall. You could come, if you like?’

      And that’s how it started.
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          Ella

        

      

    

    
      She thinks she can use this against me, their shared anguish about Gracie. A new weapon. She knows so little about me.

      She’s a fool, and from the start she got me all wrong. I was never the enemy. Not in the way she thought. And especially not now. For once, we’re actually on the same side. She could use me.

      If I had the strength, I’d be there in the hospital at Richard’s side, making myself unpopular with the doctors and nurses by demanding everything on earth for Gracie, anything to give her the best possible chance. Like me or hate me, I don’t give a damn. I’m beyond caring.

      But I can’t. I can barely lift my head from the pillow. Every nerve in my neck, in my shoulders is pinched and throbbing. My brain is a big, black ache.

      So I lie here, sick with misery, thinking about Gracie and about her and remembering how it once was.

      I wanted Richard as soon as I saw him. It was just one of those things.

      We were at a gallery launch and he was the most awkward person there, wearing an old-fashioned suit, standing with his back to the smart crowd and staring for too long at each picture as if he were counting to a hundred before moving on. Knowing him now, perhaps he was.

      There was an old-fashioned kindness about him. But he was also unhappy. I smell that on people. Misery is musty like mould.

      He looked dazed when I appeared at his side and stood closer to him than necessary.

      ‘Let me guess now.’ I looked at the pencil drawing of a fox’s head in front of us. ‘Either you have a thing about foxes. Or you’ve found yourself trapped in the wrong party and don’t know how to escape.’

      He smiled, rueful. ‘Is it that obvious?’

      ‘Yes, my friend.’

      His suit was a sober navy but his socks were sky-blue. I liked that. He struck me as a man who needed rescuing from his life, at least for an evening.

      ‘Are you here with anyone?’

      He shook his head. I drank off my glass of Prosecco, then took his from his hand and drank that too.

      ‘Follow me.’

      He wasn’t the first strange man I’d taken home. People react to hurt in all sorts of ways. I’d reacted by hurling myself back into the world and pretending to be tougher than I was. But even then, at the beginning, I think I sensed, deep down, that he was different. Something about Richard’s quiet sadness made me want to take him in my arms and hold him close and never let go.

      I told myself that it didn’t matter if I took him home because it clearly wouldn’t go anywhere. He had ‘married’ written all over him. Worse than that, he wasn’t even duplicitous enough to take off his wedding ring. And besides, I was far too damaged to fall in love again. It was the last thing I needed. A real, caring relationship? Never again.

      He was uneasy in my flat. I fed him drinks and pretended to be drunker than I was and watched him out of the corner of my eye. He couldn’t sit still. He kept a distance from me, which in that flat wasn’t easy, and scrutinised every picture, every photograph, every ornament, batting back my questions as if engaging me in conversation was itself an act of infidelity. I couldn’t help but like him.

      Richard. Married for three years but they’d been together for ten. He shrugged when he talked about it and I noted the heaviness in his voice. He had nearly backed out, when they were engaged, but it was too late. He couldn’t do that to her. The invitations had been sent and the hotel was booked and everything.

      ‘It’s never too late.’

      He turned, gave me a sharp look. ‘Jen’s lovely. I’d never hurt her.’

      I raised an eyebrow. ‘So where’s the lovely Jen tonight?’

      He blushed, looked down into his whisky glass. ‘She’s not well.’

      I sat back and waited. ‘What sort of not well?’

      He opened his mouth to speak, then looked cross. ‘Are you always like this?’

      ‘Always,’ I shot back at once. ‘Are you?’

      He took a seat wearily in a chair on the far side of the room. I was playing a part, acting the femme fatale who took married men home for no-strings sex and forgot them in the morning. It was an act, of course. When I think back to that time, I taste loneliness. He wasn’t the only one going round smelling like mould.

      And he hadn’t come for sex, anyway. He’d come for companionship. Which is a much more dangerous act of infidelity.

      ‘So what sort of not well?’ I said again. ‘Depressed?’

      ‘No, nothing like that.’ He answered too quickly. That was yes, then. ‘She’s pregnant. She’s… I mean, we’re expecting our first child.’

      He said it as if he still didn’t quite believe it.

      ‘Ah.’ Complicated. ‘So now you’re thinking: holy shit, it really is too late.’

      He drank off his whisky, put his glass down with a bang.

      ‘Look, I never said that. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here.’

      ‘Of course you shouldn’t.’ I leaned forward, poured him another whisky. ‘But you are, aren’t you?’

      He was the sort of man who made love, rather than had sex. Afterwards, he tried to cuddle and I had to fend him off and protect myself from all that tenderness, all that potential to get hurt.

      ‘You haven’t done this before, have you?’

      ‘Had sex?’ He smiled.

      ‘Cheated on the lovely Jen.’

      His face clouded. He looked past me to the clock. Still only ten past nine. He could still make it home and pretend nothing had happened. He could rub this out and start again.

      ‘Out you go.’

      He looked surprised. He didn’t know me yet. I liked to stay a step ahead.

      At the door, I did my best to act nonchalant.

      ‘Well, Mr Richard. You know where I live. Same time next week?’

      It wasn’t a good idea to see him again. I tried to pretend it was all a joke but we weren’t the type for games, neither of us. Not really.

      I found myself staying in the following Tuesday night, against my better judgement, and bought a fresh bottle of whisky. Just in case. I had a long shower and, when the bell rang, I went to the door in my underwear and a silky dressing gown.

      He stared. Nervous. Clutching a bunch of flowers and a shop-bought cheesecake.

      ‘I didn’t think you’d come.’

      He swallowed. ‘Neither did I.’

      But I think we were both lying. We both knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

          Jennifer

        

      

    

    
      Richard went home that evening, leaving me to spend a second night at the hospital. I knew there was nothing I could do. I just needed to be as close to you as possible.

      The late-shift nurse handed me a packet of wet wipes when she came on duty and I wondered if I was starting to smell. She pulled a woolly hat off and her coat was damp across the shoulders. She made some remark about the rain as she hung it up in the cupboard behind the desk and I realised I had no idea what was happening in the outside world and I didn’t really care.

      The hospital settled into sleep. I was learning its rhythms. The bustle of early morning with its rumbling trolley wheels. The coming and going during the day. Red-eyed parents, clutching hands. Endless coffees. Waiting. I recognised the look. Dazed and disbelieving. None of us expected to find ourselves here.

      They let me see you, just for ten minutes, to say goodnight.

      I put my head on the pillow, my cheek against yours. You had a special ritual for settling your toys – your children, you called them. Kitty cat, the glove puppet, on one end. Then puppy, wrapped round in a piece of white cloth. Then the battered rabbit you’d had since you were a baby. Finally, your bear. We kissed each of their noses before I kissed yours.

      You weren’t allowed to have them in hospital, for fear of infection. But I talked you through the ritual just the same and pretended they were there and finally kissed the tip of your nose.

      ‘I love you, little Gracie. Goodnight. Mummy’s right here.’

      Your eyes were closed. The drip, feeding liquid into your hand, clicked and whirred.

      When my time was up, I trailed down to the café and sat in the same seat with a dreary sandwich and a cup of tea. The corridor was quiet. Another hour and the café would close. I picked at the ham in the sandwich and stared at the tabletop, thinking about you and wondering how long it would be until I could take you home.

      ‘Is that all you’re having?’

      I looked up. Matt, smiling as he strode towards me, his coat unbuttoned.

      ‘Hi.’

      ‘I thought I might find you here.’

      I shook myself. ‘How was your day?’

      He shrugged. ‘Long. How about you? How’s Gracie?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’ I paused. ‘They keep saying there’s progress. But she doesn’t look any different.’

      He nodded. ‘It’s a slow process.’ He hesitated, looking again at my dry sandwich. ‘Look, there’s an Indian round the corner. I’m going for a curry before I head home. Come and eat some proper food.’

      I shook my head. ‘That’s nice of you but—’

      ‘Come on.’ He reached for the sandwich and pushed it back into the packet. ‘Keep this for later. They’ll call you if there’s any change.’

      I frowned. I didn’t like the idea of leaving you. Just coming off the ward felt hard. And I certainly wasn’t interested in being sociable. But I was exhausted and frightened and very alone and he seemed kind.

      ‘It’s only a few doors down.’

      I’d imagined something cheap and cheerful but the Indian was a proper restaurant with linen tablecloths and low lighting. Matt had an easy manner with the waiter, ordering us a bottle of wine and a few dishes.

      I unfolded my napkin on my knee and stared at the candle on the table. It struck me how unreal this all felt, having dinner with this doctor, a stranger, while you, my love, fought for life in a nearby hospital bed.

      ‘You’re doing so well.’ His voice was gentle. ‘You must be shattered.’

      I bit my lip. ‘She means the world to me. Gracie.’

      ‘Of course she does.’ He hesitated. I felt his eyes on my face as I focused on the tiny flame. ‘Is there anyone you can call? Who can stay with you?’

      The flame bent and flailed as I sighed. There wasn’t anyone. No brothers or sisters. My father had died when I was a teenager. My mother was frail now and increasingly forgetful. I hadn’t even told her about the accident. I hoped I wouldn’t have to. She was still angry with Richard for leaving us.

      ‘Not really.’ I didn’t want to talk about it. ‘Her father, Richard, was here earlier. It was his partner, Ella, who was driving.’

      I lifted my eyes to look at him, wondering how much he knew about us. How much doctors talked.

      ‘Keep positive. Gracie’s doing well. And at this age, they can rally very quickly. You’d be surprised.’

      I didn’t answer. The waiter brought the wine and poured us both a glass. A strong red. The taste of it was overwhelming. Matt reached forward and steadied my hand, guiding the glass back to the table.

      ‘Eat first. You’re running on empty.’

      When the food arrived, he took my plate and served me, as if I were a child. I let him. It was a long time since anyone had taken care of me and, God knows, I needed it. My shoulders sagged. Just lifting my knife and fork seemed a monumental effort of will.

      While we ate, he chatted lightly about the film he’d seen at the weekend, the thriller he’d just finished reading. I was grateful for the distraction. His voice was low and thoughtful and as the wine slowly spread its warmth, my body started to relax, just a little, and my eyes to close.

      He insisted on paying, waving the waiter away with his credit card before I could protest. He walked me back to the hospital’s broad revolving doors.

      ‘There’s a chapel, you know. On the third floor. If you want somewhere quiet.’

      I looked at my feet. ‘I’m not really, I mean, I haven’t been to church for—’

      He lifted his hand. ‘Sure. I just meant, a safe space, that’s all. Somewhere a bit more private where you can sit and think.’ He paused. ‘It’s usually empty.’

      I don’t know how it happened but I turned away to go back inside, then turned back and stepped wordlessly into his arms and he enveloped me in a strong, warm hug and for a few moments I felt safe and protected, for the first time in a long time.

      

      The chapel was hidden away down a long corridor. It was a modern room, hushed and carpeted, with two high, round windows decorated with shards of stained glass. Printed notices at the back declared it a place of sanctuary for those of all faiths and those of none. Laminated prayer cards were piled beside copies of the Bible and the Quran.

      A plain wooden cross stood on a table at the front, which was covered with a freshly laundered cream cloth. An aisle led the way towards it, between rows of soft-seated chairs.

      I sat at the front and focused my eyes on the cross and tried to calm down. My thoughts ran everywhere. To the church I’d attended with my mother as a child, a draughty stone building that had smelt of damp. The priest had been elderly and given endless, rambling sermons. I’d stopped going as soon as I could.

      I bent my head forward over clasped hands and tried to remember how to pray.

      ‘Please, God. Please don’t take her. She’s too young. I need her.’

      My knuckles whitened. I didn’t know whether to beg God or to rail against Him for putting you through this. What was He thinking, letting this happen to a three-year-old?

      My chest heaved as I started to sob.
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