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      Prologue:

      
      London – The Offices of Payne, Rackstraw and Bynt

      
      A champagne cork hit the ceiling and everyone cheered. Everyone except Holly Bennett, who just sat at her desk and stared
         blankly at the telephone. Mechanically she replaced the receiver on its stand as words screamed silently inside her head:
         This is not happening, and I’m not going to believe it. This is not happening to me.
      

      
      A spent party popper floated down, draping its blue tendrils over Holly’s computer monitor. She barely noticed. Her mind was
         a hundred miles away in Cheltenham, where her mother was slowly, almost imperceptibly, dying. And it wasn’t fair. It just
         wasn’t fair. Maureen Bennett was only fifty-six, for God’s sake! People didn’t die at fifty-six any more, everyone knew that.
      

      
      Don’t leave us, Mum. Please, you can’t leave us.

      
      Holly’s hands clenched into tight fists of anger and grief. Motor neurone disease: if she hadn’t heard the diagnosis from
         her mother’s own lips, she would never have believed that a woman so full of life could suddenly have so little of it left. How long had the consultant said? A year, maybe eighteen
         months; and with each day that passed she would find it a little harder to walk, to talk, to express the effervescent personality
         Holly and her dad and sisters had loved for so long. At the end, the doctors said, she wouldn’t even be able to breathe by
         herself any more. That’s when the family might have to take the decision to … to …
      

      
      A single tear welled up in the corner of Holly’s eye, and she wiped it away on her sleeve. This was no time to fall apart.
         Her head was swimming, but she forced herself to think about practical things. Of course when she’d asked about getting help
         in, Mum had told her not to worry, that she and Dad were managing fine on their own; but that was just typical Maureen, trying
         not to be any trouble to anyone.
      

      
      Holly knew Mum was going to need help and plenty of it, but where was it going to come from? Dad was a wonderful husband and
         father, but he was nearing retirement age and he couldn’t do everything on his own; and on a postman’s wage he certainly couldn’t
         afford to pay for round-the-clock private nursing care. Holly’s two younger sisters both lived in Cheltenham, but Grace was
         recovering from a miscarriage, and as for Jess … Well, Jess was seventeen and something of a loose cannon; she was having
         enough problems just trying to avoid being kicked out of hairdressing college.
      

      
      So there was only one solution.

      
      Deep in thought, Holly started as someone laid a hand on her shoulder.

      
      ‘Hey, you’ve gone awfully quiet,’ said Murdo in his soft Scottish burr. ‘Are you all right?’

      
      Holly swung her chair round to look up at him and saw genuine concern on his lean, handsome face. Tall, dark, considerate and loaded, Murdo Mackay was every young girl’s dream.
         He and Holly had been together for almost three years – virtually ever since she arrived in London to try her luck in advertising
         – and although they had had their ups and downs like any couple, he had never once let her down.
      

      
      ‘No, I’m not all right at all,’ she confessed. ‘I just had some bad news. Really bad. Mum’s …’ She halted, unable to say the
         words out loud and choking on a sob.
      

      
      ‘Something’s happened to Maureen? Holly, what is it?’

      
      ‘Do you mind if I explain later?’ She forced down the beach-ball-sized lump in her throat. ‘Look, do you think Bill Rackstraw
         would see me right away? This afternoon? Only I … I think I’m going to need some time off work. Quite a lot of time, actually.’
      

      
      Murdo shrugged. ‘He’s a decent enough guy, you know. I’m sure a couple of weeks won’t be a problem.’

      
      ‘Not a couple of weeks, Murdo,’ she said with a sad shake of her head. ‘I’m talking about a year. At the very least.’

      
   
      
      
      One

      
      Eighteen months later: St Mungo’s Church, the Bluebell Estate, Cheltenham – one blustery Sunday afternoon in March …
      

      
      ‘It’s got a very pointy head,’ hissed Auntie Gladys from the second pew on the right, leaning out into the aisle to get a
         better look at the star of the christening. ‘Are you sure it’s quite … normal?’
      

      
      As she stood by the font, lighted candle in hand, Holly averted her eyes from Auntie Gladys’s towering purple hat with the
         bobbing peacock feather and battled to maintain a straight face. Corpsing in the middle of a christening would never do. Luckily,
         eighteen-year-old Jess, Holly’s sister and baby Aimee’s mother, was too busy juggling the yowling infant to have heard her
         aunt casting aspersions, and her partner, Kev Hopkins, looked as though it was taking every ounce of his concentration not
         to be eaten alive by his uncomfortable new suit. Aspiring singer-songwriter that he was, Kev was not really a suit person.
      

      
      Bless him. I do love my family, thought Holly with a sudden, enormous surge of godmotherly affection. Even Auntie Gladys,
         and that’s saying something.
      

      
      Strictly speaking, the Bennetts weren’t actually Holly’s family. Or rather they were, but in a legal rather than a biological
         sense, since Holly had been adopted as a tiny baby after being abandoned on the steps of the local hospital. That didn’t make
         the slightest difference to her though; as far as she was concerned they were her family – always had been and always would
         be. If anything, the fact that she was adopted made everything more special, because her parents hadn’t just been presented
         with a pink, sticky bundle in the delivery room and told to get on with it: they’d actually chosen her.
      

      
      At the thought of her parents, Harry and Maureen, a little pang of sorrow twisted Holly’s heart. If only Mum could have been
         here today, she thought. She’d have been so proud of Jess and Grace – her two younger daughters – having their babies properly
         christened in church. Proud – and just a little surprised, mused Holly with a smile and a flick of her chestnut hair, recalling
         the almighty family row there’d been a few years before, when Grace and Steve were getting married and Grace had been her
         usual emphatic self, refusing to entertain any thoughts of a church wedding on the grounds that it ‘costs a bomb and it doesn’t
         mean a thing if you don’t believe in God’.
      

      
      And here they were today, all gathered around the font in their cost-a-bomb christening outfits, watching Grace and Jess’s
         children being inducted as miniature members of the Church of England. Obviously parenthood makes you see things differently,
         mused Holly. Maybe one day in the not-too-distant future I’ll find that out for myself. And she wished with all her heart
         that Mum hadn’t been taken away from them so soon, before she even had a chance to hold her grandchildren in her arms. If God does exist, and I
         ever get the chance to meet him, Holly thought grimly, he’s going to have a few hard questions to answer.
      

      
      It was a typical mad March day on the optimistically named Bluebell Estate. Outside the church, rain was hammering down on
         the unappealing, concrete egg-box roof while the wind whipped up a miniature twister of old chip wrappers and crisp packets,
         but at least the sound of two healthy babies yelling their heads off drowned out the din of a metal dumpster blowing over
         in the gale.
      

      
      Holly couldn’t help smiling at the thought of upwardly mobile Grace and Steve in an unlovely place like this. They could have
         gone to a picturesque old church somewhere more posh, like Prestbury or Leckhampton, and ended up with much nicer christening
         photos. But as Jess had pointed out to Grace, this was where Mum and Dad were married all those years ago, and if it was good
         enough for them, it was good enough for their grandchildren too. So the concrete egg box it was.
      

      
      As the ceremony came to an end with the closing prayers, and the rain turned to the clatter of hail, an elbow in the ribs
         jolted Holly back from her reverie.
      

      
      ‘Psst. Auntie Holly.’

      
      ‘Uh?’

      
      Jess thrust something soft and strangely moist into her arms. ‘Take her for a minute, will you?’

      
      ‘W-what?’

      
      ‘I’m bursting for the loo. Just hang on to her for a mo and I’ll be right back.’

      
      Jess legged it down the aisle to the toilets at the back of the nave, leaving Auntie Holly and her three-month-old niece to
         sort themselves out as best they could.
      

      
      Holly wrinkled her nose. ‘Pooh, you smell,’ she commented with a grimace that turned into a grin. ‘Are you sure you haven’t
         done something nasty in your nappy? Must be great being a baby,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘You can be really antisocial and
         everybody still loves you.’
      

      
      As Holly was pondering the wonders of life as a three-month-old, Grace materialised at her side, looking impossibly slender
         in close-fitting designer separates.
      

      
      ‘Did you notice?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Notice what?’

      
      ‘Your poor little sister couldn’t even afford a hat to go with her outfit. And I bet it all came out of a catalogue. She and Kev are really struggling to make ends meet, you know.’
      

      
      It wasn’t the first heavy hint Grace had dropped, and Holly wasn’t slow on the uptake. ‘Are you suggesting I ought to help
         them out?’
      

      
      ‘Well, it wouldn’t hurt.’ Grace wasn’t one to mince her words. ‘And I know for a fact you haven’t touched a penny of the money
         Mum left you.’
      

      
      ‘Just because you’ve spent all yours—’ began Holly.

      
      ‘Some of us have family responsibilities,’ cut in Grace, quick as a flash.

      
      ‘Yes, and some of us are loaded – and I’m not talking about me. Face it, Grace, you and Steve aren’t short of a penny or two.
         I’m more than happy to help Jess out, but I think you should divvy up your share as well. These days I’m just a humble post-lady,
         remember; you and Steve are on your way to your first billion!’
      

      
      Grace looked embarrassed. ‘Yes, well, business isn’t booming every week of the year you know, and Steve has to keep back enough
         to reinvest in the business. And as for you delivering the post instead of doing a proper job, when’s that going to end?’
      

      
      Holly coloured slightly. ‘You know why I do it. I came home to look after Mum, and Dad found me a job down at the local sorting
         office.’
      

      
      ‘Mum passed away a year ago, Holly. A whole year. How come you’re still here? Why aren’t you back at your desk in London,
         dreaming up killer adverts, instead of just picking up the odd bit of freelance work here and there?’ Grace’s gaze fixed on
         the sleeping bundle in Holly’s arms. ‘Or if you’re tired of being a success, you could marry Murdo and become a yummy mummy.
         Either way, you can’t spend the rest of your life shoving junk mail through people’s letter boxes.’
      

      
      ‘I … I’m just not ready to go back to London,’ stammered Holly, not enjoying this interrogation very much. ‘Not yet.’

      
      ‘Like I said, you can’t play at being Postwoman Pat for ever.’

      
      ‘I know.’ Holly stroked Aimee’s tiny hand, and the fingers instinctively curled around hers. A thrill of warmth and love passed
         through her. You’re my god-daughter and my niece, she thought. And I’m going to do everything in my power to give you a happy
         life. At least that’s one thing I’m certain about in my topsy-turvy world.
      

      
      ‘You know,’ remarked Grace with a twinkle in her eye, ‘you look rather good with a baby in your arms. Motherhood kind of suits
         you. And I bet Murdo agrees, don’t you, Murdo?’
      

      
      Holly had been so lost in her conversation with Grace and her own infatuation with Aimee that she hadn’t noticed Murdo silently
         striding through the remnants of the congregation to join them.
      

      
      ‘What’s this that I’m agreeing to?’ demanded Murdo, sliding an arm round Holly’s shoulders.

      
      ‘I think she’d make a great mum, don’t you?’
      

      
      Holly swallowed hard as Murdo looked deep into her eyes and answered: ‘Oh, absolutely.’

      
      ‘Well, don’t leave it too late,’ said Grace with a laugh as she swept off to find Steve. ‘You’re not getting any younger.’

      
      But I’m not even thirty yet, Holly protested silently as she picked at the buffet in the church hall. OK, so maybe I will
         be before the year’s out, but for now I’m twenty-nine and holding, and it’ll be years and years before I have to start thinking
         about ticking biological clocks.
      

      
      All the same, she admitted to herself, I would dearly love to have a baby. Not right now, perhaps, but some time soon. I really,
         really would. The question is, do I want to have one with Murdo? It’s a big question, she thought, and whatever other people
         might think, I don’t have the answer. Not yet. And I’m not going to be one of those people who get pregnant and then think
         about it later.
      

      
      As she speared a midget sausage roll with a cocktail stick, she caught sight of her reflection in the glass-fronted cabinet
         where the church football team kept its one and only trophy. The young woman who gazed back at her was no dazzling beauty,
         but could have been pretty if her nose hadn’t been too long. The dark eyes were large and long-lashed; the shoulder-length
         chestnut hair rebellious but shiny. She was neither tall nor willowy, but there was a certain instinctive grace in the way
         she moved. Holly wondered, just for a second, if she’d got that from her mother. And if so, which one: her adoptive mother,
         who’d loved to dance … or her biological one, who remained a total mystery?
      

      
      It wasn’t the first time Holly had wondered about where she came from, but seeing Adam and Aimee come into the world, and being a part of their lives as they grew, had made her think
         more and more about becoming a mother herself. And, as what had begun as a vague inclination grew into a real yearning, Holly
         also longed to know who had given birth to her. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her adoptive parents; on the contrary, she
         adored them with all her being. But the fact remained that some unknown woman had given birth to her, and then, for some equally
         unknown reason, had abandoned her on the hospital steps.
      

      
      I have to know, she thought. Because whoever that woman is, bad or good, she’s a part of who I really am. But … what about
         Maureen? What about the wonderful woman who brought me up? How would she have felt if I’d told her I wanted to find my birth
         mother? Am I deceiving myself if I say she’d have given me her blessing?
      

      
      ‘What’s up, love?’ asked a familiar voice beside her. ‘Why on earth are you standing over here, all on your own?’

      
      She turned round. ‘I’m fine, Dad. Just, you know, thinking.’

      
      ‘About your mum?’

      
      She nodded. ‘She’d have loved today. She’d be so proud of Grace and Jess.’

      
      Holly’s father ruffled her hair, the way he had done when she was a little kid. ‘She’d be proud of all of you. She always
         was. Now, come back and join the others. It’s not the same without all my girls together.’
      

      
      At the other side of the hall, Holly’s two sisters were deep in conversation.

      
      ‘… and that’s why I worry so much,’ confided Jess to her sister, in a hushed yet urgent whisper.

      
      ‘You think I don’t?’ Grace stroked Adam’s soft curls as the baby boy slept on her shoulder. ‘Every time I look at this little
         one, I think what if—’
      

      
      It was at that moment that Harry Bennett bore down on them with Holly in tow: ‘Well, well, if it’s not my other two favourite
         daughters!’ Harry looked from one to the other with slight uncertainty. ‘Not butting in, are we?’
      

      
      ‘No, Dad,’ said Grace, in a voice that suggested the opposite. ‘Of course you’re not.’

      
      ‘Is everything all right?’ asked Holly.

      
      ‘Of course it is,’ replied Jess, switching on a smile. ‘So, are you two enjoying the do? Not bad, is it?’

      
      ‘You’ve done a great job,’ agreed Holly.

      
      ‘Mind you,’ mused Jess, ‘I never want to see another seafood bloody canapé as long as I live.’

      
      ‘Where’s Aimee?’ Holly asked.

      
      ‘Kev’s taken her to the loos to change her nappy,’ explained Jess. ‘It’s his turn.’

      
      Harry chuckled. ‘You’ve got that lad well trained.’

      
      ‘Of course I have,’ replied Jess smugly. ‘Start as you mean to go on – that’s right isn’t it, Grace?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. And if all else fails, ban sex for a week. It never fails.’ She grinned. ‘Mum taught me that one.’

      
      Harry turned crimson. ‘Oh look, isn’t that your Auntie Gladys over there?’ he cut in. ‘Why don’t I just pop over and have
         a quick word?’
      

      
      And with that he fled, intent on nabbing Auntie Gladys by the vol-au-vents.

      
      ‘Grace, that was wicked of you! I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so embarrassed,’ remarked Holly.

      
      ‘Sorry, couldn’t resist it.’ Grace yawned. ‘I mean, it’s just so easy.’

      
      ‘Mum always said that,’ reminisced Holly. ‘She once told me that when they were first dating, he accidentally wandered into the women’s changing rooms at the swimming baths and you
         could hear the screams for miles – not the women’s, Dad’s!’
      

      
      There was laughter and a brief silence. Then: ‘Mum never told me that story,’ said Grace, making it sound like an accusation.

      
      ‘It was soon after I came back from London,’ Holly explained. ‘She still talked a lot then.’

      
      ‘To you, anyway.’

      
      ‘Well, yes. But then I was the one who spent the most time with her,’ Holly pointed out with mild irritation.

      
      In the space of a second, her mind replayed all the days, hours and minutes she had spent with her mum during her illness.
         Yes, there had been a lot of talking in the beginning, but at the end, only silence. Because the disease had taken away almost
         everything, even her voice. Everything but the light in her eyes, and at the end even that went, too.
      

      
      After a moment, when the pain had gone from her chest, Holly continued: ‘She’d have revelled in all this.’

      
      Grace scanned the room, taking in all the aunts, uncles, big hats, posh dresses and profiteroles, and sighed. ‘Wouldn’t she
         just. And to think I kicked up all that fuss about not getting married in church. I’d hire Westminster Abbey and do it all
         over again if only it would bring her back.’
      

      
      Holly stroked Aimee’s peach-soft cheek as she gurgled in her mother’s arms. ‘I know she’d have adored this little one,’ she
         remarked to Jess. ‘She really is beautiful; I’ve never seen anything so perfect.’
      

      
      ‘Well, she does … seem that way,’ replied Jess, warily.

      
      Holly felt her heart plummet in her chest. ‘Is there something wrong with her? You’ve never mentioned anything before.’

      
      Grace laid a hand on Holly’s arm. ‘No, no, everything’s fine, at least we think it is; same as it is with Adam. Jess just
         means … because of Mum’s illness, we can’t ever be sure, can we? We can’t be sure if something’s been passed on. And even
         if we did know, what could we do about it? There’s no cure for motor neurone disease.’
      

      
      A nasty chill raised all the hairs on the back of Holly’s neck. ‘But I thought Mum’s specialist said it wasn’t hereditary.’

      
      ‘In eight or nine out of ten cases,’ Jess corrected her. ‘In the tenth one, there’s a chance it might be.’

      
      ‘That’s a pretty small risk,’ ventured Holly.

      
      ‘Not if you turn out to be the tenth case,’ retorted Grace.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—’

      
      ‘Of course you didn’t,’ said Grace. ‘But you see, Jess and I probably won’t know until we’re in our forties whether or not
         we’re going to get MND, by which time Aimee and Adam could have kids of their own – unless they’re too scared to have them,
         not knowing what they might be passing on.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, Kev and I were thinking we might try for donor eggs some time when I accidentally got pregnant,’ revealed Jess.
         ‘It was one hell of a shock, wasn’t it Grace?’
      

      
      ‘Donor eggs! You never said …’ Holly’s brain reeled. It was as though someone had just torn up all her family certainties
         and scattered them out of the window. ‘My God, yes, you’re right; I had no idea …’
      

      
      She was dumbfounded. And it hurt, knowing that Jess had chosen not to confide in her. Why was that? She must have talked it
         over with someone: Grace, probably. All of this was going on in my own family, she thought, and I knew nothing about it. Not
         a thing. Am I exceptionally stupid? Or don’t they feel like they can confide in me any more? Have I become an outsider?
      

      
      For the first time in her life she was truly aware of an invisible division between herself and her sisters, and it didn’t
         feel good.
      

      
      ‘What about you and Steve?’ she asked Grace. ‘You must have agonised about having a baby, too.’

      
      ‘We decided it was just about worth the risk. But it wasn’t easy.’

      
      Holly recalled the morning of their mother’s funeral. Stony-grey faces and a sky to match. Holly was so absorbed in her loss
         that she’d barely noticed Grace having to rush out to be sick. Later, she’d admitted that it wasn’t a stomach bug at all;
         she was expecting a baby. She’d wanted to say so before, but the council crematorium seemed a grotesque place to announce
         the imminent arrival of a new life. With hindsight, it felt curiously fitting. As great-uncle Bill had put it, with his usual
         tact: ‘One in, one out – that’s life for you. ’Spect I’ll be next.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I … I just didn’t think,’ stammered Holly. ‘I guess I was too wrapped up in missing Mum.’

      
      ‘At least it’s not a problem you’ll ever have to worry about,’ remarked Grace with a hint of coolness.

      
      Holly didn’t get it straight off. ‘What isn’t?’

      
      ‘Having a baby!’ Grace tossed her immaculately highlighted locks impatiently and spelled it out. ‘With mum and you not being
         – you know – related.’
      

      
      For one short moment, Holly could have hit her. ‘She was my Mum just as much as she was yours!’ she protested.

      
      Jess intervened. ‘Of course she was. I’m sure Grace didn’t mean it like that.’ Her gaze locked with Grace’s. ‘Did you, sis?’

      
      There was a fraction of a second’s hesitation, then Grace smiled and said, ‘Of course I didn’t, Hol. Trust you to be so oversensitive.
         All I meant was that if you have kids you won’t have to worry about passing on MND to them, because we’re biologically related to Mum and you aren’t. And whichever
         way you look at it,’ she breezed on before Holly could get a word in edgeways, ‘it’s not quite the same thing, is it?’
      

      
   
      
      
      Two

      
      It was Wednesday – Holly’s precious day off from delivering the post. But you’d never have known it.
      

      
      Instead of sleeping in until she felt like ambling downstairs to make herself some toast, she let the six o’clock alarm shriek
         her into consciousness, levered herself out from underneath the duvet and staggered zigzag fashion to the bathroom.
      

      
      Normally she’d have squandered half the day being lazy, and the rest catching up with the freelance advertising projects she
         took on to keep her hand in and her brain active. Not today though. Today, she was driving her sister to the back of beyond
         to pick up a load of frocks. Why? Because it was all for charity. And you couldn’t say no to charity, could you?
      

      
      She cursed the word as she exfoliated herself into life. Why had she let Grace persuade her to go and fetch the designer outfits
         for her charity fashion show? It wasn’t as if she was even being very nice to her at the moment – not that she’d been particularly
         nice to anyone who wasn’t rich since she and Steve moved up in the world. Why did I agree to do it? she lamented. I must have been off my head. Just my luck
         that Dad has to work today. I’m sure I could’ve wheedled him into doing it instead.
      

      
      Mentally deranged or not, by seven she was on the road in her dad’s old ex-post office van. I’m sure Grace could drive this
         thing herself if she wanted to, Holly grumbled to herself as she rattled along Whaddon Road. She just doesn’t want to be seen
         driving a battered, rusty-red Transit in her designer heels.
      

      
      Over on the posh side of town, at 5 The Avenue, Holly could see Grace waiting in her lounge, behind the floaty voile curtains
         that kept prying eyes off her extensive collection of Swarovski crystal animals. As the rust-heap on wheels squealed to a
         stop, Holly could almost feel her sister’s mortification. She couldn’t help smiling to herself. Chances were, nothing quite
         this ghastly had been spotted in the area since the night all the lead was nicked off the local church roof.
      

      
      Head down, Grace scuttled out of her brand-new Regency-style town house and made a dash for the horrible rusty-red thing that
         dared to call itself a van.
      

      
      ‘Let me in before somebody sees!’

      
      ‘Too late, they already did.’ As Grace scrambled in beside her, Holly pointed to the twitching blinds at number seven.

      
      ‘Does it really matter?’ she enquired as they headed out of town on the A40.

      
      Grace stared at her. ‘God, but you’ve gone downhill since you left the great metropolis. The sooner you let Murdo rescue you,
         the better.’
      

      
      ‘What if I don’t want him to?’

      
      ‘Then you’re even dafter than you look.’

      
      They looked at each other, held defiant eye contact for a couple of seconds and both burst out laughing, just in time for
         Holly to swerve out of the way of an oncoming Mercedes. At least the tension was gone.
      

      
      ‘So tell me exactly what we’re doing today?’ demanded Holly.

      
      ‘I told you, we’re picking up some outfits for the charity fashion show. You know Tammy Hyde-Cooper?’

      
      ‘Er … no.’

      
      Grace shook her head in disbelief. ‘Yes you do. She’s the one who writes that column in the Telegraph – the one who’s married to that guy who presents Mighty Motors on Channel Six.’
      

      
      Holly registered a brief flicker of interest. ‘The one with the nice bum?’

      
      ‘No, the fat one.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ The flicker died.

      
      ‘Well, her best friend is this really trendy couture designer, and she’s only talked her into letting us have some of her
         frocks and stuff for the show. Isn’t that amazing?’
      

      
      ‘It’d be more amazing if I didn’t have to drive you all the way to rural Hampshire on my day off,’ Holly replied candidly.
         ‘So how did you meet this Tammy what’s-her-face, anyway?’
      

      
      ‘I recognised her at a charity dinner, so I went up and told her how wonderful her column is,’ Grace replied proudly. ‘She
         asked about my charity work, and we got along like a house on fire.’
      

      
      ‘And is it wonderful? Her column, I mean.’

      
      Grace shrugged. ‘No idea. I’ve never read it. But that’s not the point, is it?’

      
      ‘Isn’t it?’

      
      Grace’s eyes shone with fervour. ‘Not when it’s all in a good cause. And you can’t overestimate the value of good contacts.’ She leaned closer. ‘Your Murdo’s well heeled. Don’t suppose
         he knows anyone useful? Didn’t you say his mum met David Beckham once?’
      

      
      Holly laughed. ‘Yes – at a bus stop, and he was five years old at the time. Somehow I doubt that he’d remember. Now come on,
         girl, get reading that map! I hope this isn’t going to take all day. I’m on baby-sitting duty tonight.’
      

      
      Ten and a half hours later, a rather smart red Mazda two-seater drove slowly onto the Bluebell Estate and parked outside Crocus
         House. Holly winced as she eased herself out of her beloved car – the one luxury possession she’d retained from her life in
         London – stretching her aching back, then heaved herself up the stairs to Jess and Kev’s second-floor flat.
      

      
      As Jess opened the front door, a look of relief spread across her face.

      
      ‘Holly! Where the hell have you been?’ Jess slid a pink diamanté hairgrip into her two-tone hair. This week it was dark brown
         underneath, with a top layer of peroxide blonde, rather as if someone had poured vanilla sauce over a chocolate pudding. Holly
         had never known Jess to have the same hairstyle two weeks running. ‘The band’s on in twenty minutes and it’s ten minutes’
         walk to the pub. We were beginning to think you weren’t coming!’
      

      
      ‘So was I,’ replied Holly darkly, stripping off her fleece jacket and throwing it over the back of Jess and Kev’s lived-in
         sofa. If truth were told, an evening’s babysitting for her sister was not exactly what she felt like after a day trapped with
         her other sister in a Transit van – she’d far rather have been strangling Grace – but a promise was a promise, and Holly was
         a woman of her word.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’ asked Kev, emerging from the bedroom in his best going-out T-shirt and ripped jeans, his light-brown dreadlocks
         tied loosely in a ponytail. ‘You look exhausted.’
      

      
      ‘What happened? Grace happened. She’s had me driving all over the bloody south of England, trying to find that designer friend
         of hers.’
      

      
      ‘And did you?’

      
      ‘In the end. But not until we’d driven past the village five times. There were no bloody signposts, and you know what Grace’s
         map-reading is like.’
      

      
      Jess giggled. ‘Do you remember that time she navigated Dad onto an army firing range?’

      
      ‘How could I forget? And of course when we did get to the house, it turned out that the actual dresses were stored in this
         warehouse fifty miles away.’
      

      
      ‘Bit of a communication problem then?’ Kev offered Holly his can of Carlsberg and she took a grateful slug.

      
      ‘You could say that. Oh, and here’s the really good bit: her friend forgot to mention that she only designs kids’ clothes,
         so now Grace has to go grovelling all round Cheltenham to every parent she knows, coercing their little angels into modelling
         these amazing kiddie creations at the fashion show. They’re hideous, by the way,’ she added as an afterthought. ‘Little Miss
         Muffet meets the bride of Dracula.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds like you’ve had quite a day. I don’t know what Grace gets out of it all, you know,’ remarked Jess, slipping on her
         coat and adeptly transferring a drowsy Aimee into her sister’s arms. ‘What with her full-time nursing job, and Steve’s business.’
      

      
      ‘I do,’ retorted Kev. ‘Power.’

      
      ‘Kev!’ chided Jess. ‘She’s doing it for charity!’

      
      ‘That doesn’t stop her getting a rush out of it, does it? That, and she gets to feel as if she’s way posher than everybody else because she knows all these celebs.’
      

      
      Holly was tempted to agree, but seeing the look Jess was giving Kev, she thought it better to keep her opinions to herself.
         There was no doubt about it, though: since Steve had started up his own IT business, Grace had developed a streak of ambition
         she’d never displayed before. At one time, she’d just been happy to nurse sick people; now she was eyeing up ward sister vacancies
         as if they were mere stepping stones on her path to world domination. It was all very odd, thought Holly. At one time she’d
         have said that she knew Grace inside out, but now …
      

      
      ‘There are bottles of breast milk in the fridge, and there’s half a steak pie on top of the stove if you’re hungry,’ Jess
         called out over her shoulder as she and Kev set off for their rare evening out. ‘Phone me if there’s anything wrong – even
         the tiniest thing.’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      ‘And if she gets a temperature or a rash or anything—’

      
      ‘I’ll be straight on to the doctor, don’t worry. Now go!’

      
      As the door of the flat clicked shut, Holly gave a sigh of relief and let herself sink slowly down onto the sagging settee,
         the baby nestling in the crook of her arm. A warm glow of satisfaction stole over her as she looked down into her little niece’s
         face and a pair of blue eyes gazed back at her. They seemed to say, ‘Tell me about the world, Auntie Holly. I want to know
         everything.’ The steak pie can wait, she thought. This is quality time for you and me, kid, and nothing can beat that.
      

      
      The only sounds disturbing the silence were the tick-tock of the Coca-Cola clock on the kitchen wall, and the soft, regular
         snuffle of Aimee’s breathing. Holly bent down to inhale the scent of her skin. It smelt like nothing else in the world; the sweet smell of freshly bathed, perfect newness. And once again, the yearning swept over her, carrying her heart
         and soul away.
      

      
      You really do want a baby, don’t you? whispered a treacherous voice in her head. Forget about trying to be a career woman;
         that’s not really for you. Only a baby can make you complete.
      

      
      I wonder if that’s true, she thought, stroking the baby’s soft blonde curls. I mean, I’m not exactly incomplete now, am I?
         I have a close family, a job I like and as much freelance work as I want, a nice boyfriend who’s handsome and well off … But
         the more she thought about it, the less sure she became. Perhaps there was something missing – a certainty, a direction. Grace
         was right; she ought to be pitching for jobs in top London ad agencies, not hanging around Cheltenham with a bag of mail and
         a bicycle. And if she really was contemplating having a baby with Murdo, shouldn’t she be thinking of him as something more
         than just ‘nice’?
      

      
      Do I love him? she pondered. I like him a lot, and I do fancy him, well, quite a bit. And we have fun together. Does that
         count? Is that what love is? Or is there something more out there, something amazing that I might experience if I was with
         somebody else?
      

      
      Perhaps I could live without that, she mused. Lots of people do. But if I’m ever going to have a baby, there are two questions
         I have to have answered: Who gave birth to me? And why did she give me away?
      

      
      Holly suddenly realised that she had spent years not thinking about her birth mother, subconsciously blocking her out, virtually
         denying her existence. What need was there for her, when Holly already had a mother, a family who loved her, a place to belong?
         But her recent conversations with her sisters had made her realise that the past was part of her, whether she liked it or not. A part to
         be passed on, in time, to her own children.
      

      
      She looked down into Aimee’s questioning blue eyes. ‘I want to know who I am,’ she whispered. ‘Do you think I’m crazy?’

      
      By the time Holly arrived home it was almost midnight and the house was in darkness – all except for a single light in the
         kitchen at the back.
      

      
      She found her dad in his pyjamas, busy making his special cocoa in the microwave, complete with a fortifying splash of whisky.

      
      ‘Long day?’ asked Harry sympathetically.

      
      ‘Unbelievable.’ Holly searched the bread bin for something to eat, and came up with a few slightly stale digestives. ‘If Grace
         ever persuades me to do anything again, please have me committed.’
      

      
      Harry smiled. ‘You never could say no to anyone, love. Just like your mother.’

      
      Holly opened her mouth to say something, then thought better of it.

      
      ‘At least you’ve come home to a nice welcome,’ Harry went on. ‘These were delivered while you were out.’ He went and fetched
         the enormous bouquet of red roses which he’d temporarily stored in the larder to keep them cool.
      

      
      Holly’s jaw dropped. ‘But … who’d send me flowers today? It’s not my birthday or anything, is it?’

      
      ‘Have a look and see.’

      
      She felt for the card nestling among the scented flowers, and read out the message: ‘To my darling Holly, on the third anniversary
         of the day we met. All my love, Murdo.’
      

      
      Harry’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Well, well. You’ve certainly got yourself an attentive young man there. It took me all my time to remember your mother’s birthday, God bless her.’
      

      
      ‘Wow.’ Holly scratched her ear, not quite sure whether to be delighted or slightly worried. Were normal boyfriends supposed
         to remember things like the anniversary of the day they met their beloved? On the other hand, were normal girlfriends supposed
         to forget? Suddenly she felt slightly guilty. ‘I’d better call and thank him.’
      

      
      ‘This late?’

      
      ‘You know Murdo. He never goes to bed before one.’

      
      She reached for her mobile and then hesitated, a horrible, guilty reticence overtaking her. She wanted to be thrilled, but
         for some reason it wasn’t quite happening. She wanted to fit into Murdo’s perfect, fairy-tale future too, but that wasn’t
         quite happening either. She wanted to thank him for being the most wonderful, kind, devoted boyfriend any woman could ask
         for, but …
      

      
      Flipping shut her mobile, she dropped it back into her handbag. ‘You’re right, Dad, it’s late. I’ll call him tomorrow.’

      
   
      
      
      Three

      
      It was only four-thirty in the morning, but Cheltenham sorting office was already buzzing with activity. Long, overflowing
         ‘coffins’ filled with letters and packets stood waiting to be emptied and sorted, and Nesta O’Hare the duty manager – all
         five flame-haired feet of her – was keeping a watchful eye out for slackers from her tiny office in one corner of the enormous
         covered space.
      

      
      Holly hummed to herself as she sorted the mail for her walk, deftly firing envelopes into a rack of alphabetical pigeonholes.
         She enjoyed sorting. It was pleasantly monotonous and it gave her time to think – although on this particular Thursday morning
         the same things kept going round and round inside her head, refusing to be resolved.
      

      
      Holly and Nesta had been firm friends ever since the day they first sat on adjoining potties at day nursery, but Holly had
         no problem taking orders from her childhood best mate, which was just as well since Nesta had no problem dishing them out.
         Nesta was just one of those people who are born to tell other people what to do. She’d been queen of the Wendy house at six, and things weren’t about to change now. It was a pity her love life didn’t run as smoothly
         as her career, thought Holly. Nesta had dated almost every man in Cheltenham, but seemed destined to remain perpetually single.
         Holly supposed that it took a special kind of guy to click with a girl whose flatmate was a six-inch Amazonian spider called
         Ronnie.
      

      
      ‘Good weekend?’ enquired Julian, a lanky youth whose rack of pigeonholes stood next to Holly’s.

      
      ‘Not bad. You?’

      
      Julian’s face lit up with evangelistic enthusiasm. ‘Went tombstoning in Cornwall with the lads. Wow – there was this one totally
         amazing eighty-foot drop, straight down off the cliffs into the surf.’ He shot a letter into a pigeon-hole as if to illustrate.
         ‘One metre to the left and you’d be skewered on these rocks. Like needles they were, unbelievable. Fancy coming along next
         week?’
      

      
      Before Holly had a chance to answer that on balance she’d rather saw her own ears off, one of the other postmen tapped her
         on the shoulder. ‘Boss wants a word.’ The squat, scowling individual known as Welsh Dave nodded towards Nesta’s office. ‘Rather
         you than me, kid. You know, that bitch reckons she’s going to dock my pay for being four minutes late.’ He sniffed. ‘We’ll
         see what the union has to say about that.’
      

      
      Oh bugger, thought Holly as she walked across the sorting-office floor, wondering what she’d done wrong this time. Whether
         it was unauthorised uniform shorts or a sausage roll that had gone missing from the staff canteen, Nesta was nothing if not
         a perfectionist: the sort of person who spent idle moments arranging elastic bands in order of size.
      

      
      The door to Nesta’s office was ajar. Holly gave a brief knock and walked in. ‘You wanted to see me?’
      

      
      Nesta was sitting at her desk in the cramped and rather dingy office, staring morosely at her computer screen. The wall behind
         her was adorned with an official Post Office clock (broken), a pinboard groaning with yellowing memos and an out-of-date charity
         calendar featuring semi-naked postmen.
      

      
      ‘You’re good with words,’ said Nesta, looking up. ‘What rhymes with “kitchen”?’

      
      ‘Er – sorry?’

      
      ‘No, not “sorry”, “kitchen”,’ repeated Nesta, with some urgency. ‘I’m trying to do the verse for this bloody greetings card,
         and I can’t find anything that rhymes with “kitchen”. Shut the door, will you?’ she added. ‘Don’t want the whole office to
         know I’m skiving.’
      

      
      Holly pushed the door shut with her foot. ‘I thought you’d hauled me in here to give me a bollocking for something.’

      
      Nesta grinned wickedly. ‘I will do if you don’t come up with a rhyme for this bloody card.’ She raked a hand through her mop
         of wild auburn hair. ‘Poet? Me? I don’t know why I bother.’
      

      
      ‘Shove over then, and let’s have a look.’ Holly grabbed a spare chair and sat down next to her friend and boss. Everyone at
         the sorting office knew about Nesta’s poetic aspirations: she’d even done a couple of local shows once, billed as ‘The Next
         Pam Ayres’, but nothing had come of it. Nowadays, she mostly wrote personalised verses for greetings cards as a favour to
         friends. ‘What’s this one for?’
      

      
      ‘Ken Roberts’ mum’s birthday. Apparently she’s the Nigella Lawson of Leckhampton, and being an idiot I said I’d have this
         ready by tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Ah – a cook. Hence the kitchen.’ Holly skimmed the embryonic verse. ‘“You’re a wizard in the kitchen” – is that it?’
      

      
      Nesta threw her a black look. ‘I told you, I’m stuck!’

      
      ‘OK, OK, I’m thinking.’ Holly scratched her head. ‘How about … “lichen”?’

      
      ‘She’s a cook, not a botanist!’

      
      ‘Stitching? Twitching? Itching?’

      
      ‘Now you’re just being silly.’

      
      At last, inspiration struck. ‘I know!’ declared Holly. She took over the computer keyboard then sat back in her chair with
         a flourish. ‘There you go – perfect!’
      

      
      Nesta peered at the screen. ‘“You’re a wizard in the kitchen, your casseroles are bitchin”.’

      
      ‘Genius, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘No … but I guess it’s a start.’ Nesta reread the couplet and burst out laughing. ‘The poor woman’s seventy-three. She probably
         won’t have a clue what it means! Thanks anyway,’ she added. ‘You’re a mate. Fancy a coffee?’
      

      
      Holly glanced at her watch. ‘Do I have time?’

      
      ‘Statutory fifteen-minute break remember? Union rules.’ She got up, switched on a battered kettle and hunted out a second
         mug from somewhere in a desk drawer. ‘I know you usually give it a miss so you can finish your round early, but I could do
         with the company today.’
      

      
      ‘Feeling a bit down?’

      
      Nesta nodded.

      
      ‘Didn’t things work out with the lovely Leonard then?’

      
      Nesta scowled. ‘Lovely my arse. We were supposed to be going to the theatre, but he cancelled at the last minute – he got
         called away to investigate suspected bluetongue disease in Middlesbrough. I told him not to bother coming back,’ she added.
         ‘I’m never dating another Ministry vet as long as I live.’
      

      
      Oh dear, another one bites the dust, thought Holly. ‘You should’ve told me, I’d have come round.’
      

      
      ‘I thought you’d be off doing something gorgeous and sexy with lover boy, seeing as it was your Wednesday off.’ Nesta poured
         out the coffees and sat down.
      

      
      ‘Fat chance. I spent most of it sorting out Grace and her bloody fashion show.’ Holly paused, feeling a compulsion to go on
         but not sure if she should. ‘Murdo did send me some flowers though. For the third anniversary of the day we met.’
      

      
      ‘Aah, that was romantic,’ commented Nesta. ‘What did you send him?’

      
      ‘Er … nothing. Actually I had no idea it was any kind of anniversary.’ She cradled the mug of hot coffee. ‘And now I don’t
         know what to say to Murdo.’
      

      
      ‘How about “Thank you, darling”?’ Nesta watched Holly’s face closely. ‘Or am I missing the point? Is there something wrong
         between you and Murdo that you’ve not been letting on about?’
      

      
      ‘No, no. Everything’s all right. Scarily all right.’ Holly turned the mug round and round in her hands, its contents so hot
         that they almost burned her flesh. ‘I think that may be the problem. I mean, when everything’s all right there’s no excuse
         to hold back, is there?’
      

      
      ‘And that’s what you want to do? Hold back on Murdo?’

      
      ‘Yes … No. I honestly don’t know.’ Holly took a sip of scalding-hot coffee and felt it trickle down her throat like a trail
         of molten lava. ‘One day I’m completely sure how I feel about him, the next … Well, I know that I love him, it’s just I’m
         not sure if I love him in, you know, the right way. The wanting-to-spend-your-whole-life-together way. Does that sound lame?’
      

      
      ‘A bit,’ admitted Nesta.

      
      ‘And there’s more to it than that,’ Holly added rather woefully.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear.’ Nesta unlocked the top drawer of her desk and brought out the emergency HobNobs, then slid the opened tin in her
         friend’s direction. ‘Like what?’ Light dawned. ‘Hey, you’re not … pregnant, are you?’
      

      
      ‘Heck, no!’ Holly laughed. ‘But that’s kind of the problem.’

      
      ‘You’re … infertile?’

      
      ‘No! Stop jumping to conclusions. It’s just that since Adam and Aimee were born I’ve been getting really, really broody. And
         I’ve got a feeling that Murdo’s starting to feel that way too.’
      

      
      ‘Ah! But you’re not sure you want to rush into having babies with Murdo, in case he turns out to be the wrong alpha male?’
         Nesta could see from Holly’s expression that she’d hit the target this time. ‘But sooner or later you’ll have to make a decision,
         won’t you? Everybody does. Some of us make the right ones, and some of us don’t, but most people end up glad that they took
         the plunge and had a family. I’m sure I would – if I ever got the chance.’
      

      
      Holly nodded. ‘That’s why I think I need to make up my mind where I’m going, so I can get on with my life.’ She bit into a
         biscuit. ‘But there is one other complication.’
      

      
      ‘Dear God, Holly!’ Nesta held up her hands in mock disbelief. ‘This isn’t The Jeremy Kyle Show, you know.’ She sighed. ‘Go on then, spit it out.’
      

      
      ‘You know I’m adopted?’

      
      Nesta nodded. ‘Yes, of course I do. I’ve always known. But that’s never been an issue for you, surely?’

      
      ‘Not till my mum died and I started wanting to have a baby. The thing is, well, before I start my own family, I think I need to know where I came from; who I am, if you like – who gave birth to me and then abandoned me.’
      

      
      ‘So you want to find your birth mother?’

      
      ‘If that’s possible.’ To her surprise, Holly found herself looking to her friend for approval, the way she had done when she
         was a timorous toddler in playschool. ‘What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘I think,’ began Nesta slowly, ‘I think that … you’re walking into a minefield, and that you should think really hard about
         this before you go ahead.’
      

      
      Holly was taken aback. ‘But … But loads of people try to track down their biological mothers, don’t they?’

      
      ‘And loads of people end up causing a whole lot more unhappiness than they ever bargained for,’ retorted her friend. ‘Look,
         this may sound harsh, but it’s something I know a bit about. There was this lady my mum knew … Nobody had any idea that she’d
         had a baby when she was thirteen, and put it up for adoption. Not until eighteen years later, when the girl suddenly turns
         up on her doorstep wanting them all to be one big happy family.’
      

      
      ‘So what happened?’ asked Holly, heart in mouth.

      
      ‘When the woman’s husband found out, he called her a slag and gave her a black eye and a broken arm. She called the police
         and charged the husband with assault, they got divorced, and things didn’t work out with the daughter either. So you see …’
      

      
      ‘Oh no,’ breathed Holly, as the vaster picture began to open up before her eyes. ‘I wouldn’t want to do that to anyone. But
         … But it doesn’t have to be like that, does it? And I don’t want to barge into this woman’s life, only find out a little bit
         about her – about why she gave me up. I mean, don’t I have that right?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe,’ acknowledged Nesta with a shrug. ‘And maybe not. And sure, it might work out fine for you. All I’m saying is, think about it very carefully before you start digging up
         the past.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Speaking of which, where does your father fit in to all of this?’
      

      
      ‘Dad? I haven’t talked to him about it yet.’

      
      ‘No, not your dad, I mean your biological father. The man who so kindly supplied the sperm that went on to make up half of
         your DNA. Don’t you want to track him down too?’
      

      
      Holly was aghast. She hadn’t thought about it from that angle at all. ‘Him? Why the hell would I want to do that?’

      
      ‘Well, like I said, it takes two to make a baby,’ pointed out Nesta.

      
      ‘Maybe it does,’ conceded Holly, ‘but he’s still no father of mine. A father is someone who looks after you, protects you
         from bad stuff. And I’ve already got one of those, thank you very much. No way do I ever want to set eyes on the kind of callous
         bastard who lets a woman down so badly that she has to give her child away.’
      

      
      Holly was still thinking about what Nesta had said when she finished her mail round and went home for a sandwich and a shower.

      
      There was no sign of Dad; he was probably still out in the Post Office van, delivering his cargo of parcels. Most of the depot’s
         drivers had a reputation for careering round Cheltenham with their right foot on the floor, intent on getting home in time
         for elevenses. But Harry Bennett belonged to a gentler, more relaxed era, and would far rather have a quarter-mile tailback
         behind him than break the speed limit or jump a red light. That’s my Dad, thought Holly with an affectionate smile, and no
         one could ever replace him.
      

      
      There was a red light on the answering machine, announcing a message – doubtless from Murdo. It’s no use, Holly told herself;
         I can’t keep putting it off, I’ll have to call him. The truth was that she didn’t really know why she hadn’t called him already;
         the poor guy must be wondering what on earth the matter was.
      

      
      His office phone rang twice before he picked it up. ‘Murdo Mackay.’

      
      Holly took a deep breath. ‘Hi, darling, it’s me. I just wanted to thank you for the beautiful roses.’

      
      ‘Glad you liked them.’

      
      ‘They’re perfect. They must have cost a fortune.’

      
      ‘Not a penny more than you’re worth, sweetheart.’

      
      A tide of relief washed over Holly as they chatted. Now she was actually talking to Murdo there was no tension at all; everything
         was perfectly fine. She really couldn’t figure out why she’d been so bothered about calling him. There was nothing wrong between
         her and Murdo, she told herself firmly, and there never had been. Like everybody said, they were made for each other.
      

      
      ‘To be honest,’ said Murdo, ‘I was a wee bit worried when you didn’t call me last night. I thought the flowers might have
         gone astray, or that maybe you didn’t like them.’
      

      
      ‘It was only because I got in really late,’ Holly lied. ‘Grace had me driving all over the place picking up outfits for her
         fashion show, and then I had to babysit for Jess and Kev. By the time I got home it was far too late to call you.’
      

      
      ‘Really? Must’ve been well after one then.’

      
      ‘Er … yes. There was a band playing a late session at the Two Pigs.’

      
      There was a pause. ‘I really miss you,’ said Murdo softly.

      
      ‘I miss you too.’

      
      ‘And if you ask me,’ he went on, ‘Payne, Rackstraw and Bynt misses you too. A lot.’
      

      
      ‘Murdo—’ protested Holly, wary of his repeated attempts to coax her back to London. ‘I’ll come back when I’m ready, not before.’

      
      ‘That airhead Leonie doesn’t have a clue how to handle an account,’ he insisted, playing the card that always touched a nerve
         with Holly. She’d never liked Leonie at the best of times, and the thought that she had inherited her job wasn’t a happy one
         – particularly since the little witch made no secret of the fact that she fancied the pants off Murdo. ‘She’s already lost
         us at least one important client.’
      

      
      ‘Which one?’ asked Holly, instantly interested in spite of her determination not to be.

      
      ‘Billingham Industries.’

      
      ‘No!’ The colour drained from Holly’s face.

      
      ‘Oh yes – and after you put in all that work to bring them on board. We need you, Hol. I need you.’

      
      She could feel his arms reaching across the distance between them, gathering her up, taking charge, spiriting her back to
         London to be what everybody said she was meant to be. And sometimes that felt desperately tempting; but at other times it
         felt like being slowly suffocated by a well-meaning, well-stuffed giant teddy bear.
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