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      The day that your life changes for ever, chances are there won’t be a sign announcing it. The day that you choke on a fishbone, or circle the right lottery numbers, meet a drunk-driver head-on, or get that big yes in a phone call, most likely won’t feel like anything special at all. 

      Nothing will be marked in your calendar, telling you that, by the time night comes, you’ll be living according to different rules – that your previous life, the one that currently fits you like a faded T-shirt, is already on its way out. Your readiness for the change won’t matter. The sun will rise, the sky turn from pale pink to blue, your alarm will sound, the radio will play a song you remember from your student days. You’ll make toast, spread marmalade, check the milk. There’ll be no sense that the boundaries of your world are about to shift. That this particular dawn is a new dawn. 

      That much Isla knew now. 
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      Tuesday, the 17th of May, was a morning that was just like all the others. If Isla had been aware that it would be a day she’d always remember, she might have worn something different, maybe not the jumper dress that had bobbled around the hem, or her scuffed biker boots. She would still have tied her wavy dark hair back with the purple scarf, the one her best friend Sophie had given her, but she would have put a brush through it first, at least. If she’d known.

      But she hadn’t. She had walked down the narrow steps of her Amsterdam apartment and, oblivious, stepped out into the hazy sunshine, anticipating nothing more than the usual run of things. She was on her way to the theatre to meet with her fellow actors, to talk through the previous night’s performance. Their play, In the Hands of Strangers, a drama her friend Greta had written back in the UK and they’d all helped shape through improvisation, had been attracting good audiences. As she walked, at a fairly brisk pace, she looked up and around at the barges and the houses, taking in her surroundings. It had been a leap of faith coming out here, leaving her home in Bristol to come to Amsterdam, but she hadn’t looked back. She felt totally present, in the now, in this city that had welcomed her as one of its own.

      Isla arrived at Paradiso, her regular waterside coffee shop, to find the shutters down, and looked for an alternative along the stretch of canal. A few metres away she spotted a barge with a wooden hand-painted board: The Floating Bookshop. The door was ajar, and the aroma drifting out boded well – freshly brewed coffee. She hadn’t noticed the place before, but she always enjoyed discovering somewhere new. She walked over and went inside. A striped rug covered the floor, slashing through the dim interior with bold colours, and every available patch of wall space was lined with books. A wooden table in the centre of the barge was covered with the latest bestsellers. Up at the counter, a dark-haired man in his thirties, who seemed to be running the shop, was caught up in quiet conversation with a woman a generation older.

      Isla browsed the shelves until she spotted an old favourite. It was a novel by Elizabeth Bowen, The House in Paris, one that she and Sophie had both loved when they were at uni together back in Bristol. She pulled the book out and looked at it – an early edition, leather-bound with gold lettering. Paris. They’d always talked about going together. Sophie would love this, she thought, picturing her best friend opening the package back home.

      The older lady walked slowly out of the shop carrying books in a bag, long white hair intricately pinned high on her head, leaving a trace of jasmine scent in the air. ‘Until next time, Rafael,’ she called back towards the counter.

      ‘Take care, Berenice.’

      Isla looked over at the man behind the counter, and her gaze met his. He was better-looking than she’d realised at first glance – tall, with dark brown eyes. She pushed past the discomfort of shyness and feigned her usual confidence, walking over to the counter with the novel in her hand.

      ‘I couldn’t see a price on this one,’ she said, passing it over.

      He handled the book gently, and opened the front cover to show her the price written in pencil. ‘Here you go.’

      ‘I see,’ she said, wondering how she’d missed it. ‘I’ll take it.’

      ‘Quite hard to part with this one,’ he said, with a smile. His voice, the calmness of it, the trace of an accent she couldn’t place, put her at ease.

      Her hand made contact with his as she handed over the money, and a sensation akin to an electric charge ran through her. He must have felt it too, she thought. She felt certain she saw a flicker of acknowledgement in his face.

      Today was one of those days, and it had arrived without warning. Tonight she would think of this man, and her plans, her sense of where she began and ended, would loosen a little.

      She hadn’t come to Amsterdam looking for someone to share her life with. She had had her fair share of love. Her twenties had been filled with passion that burned brightly but then burned out, nights of sleep lost in the pain of letting go. Those endings that had seemed unhappy weren’t really – each one had reunited her with her freedom. She admired Sophie’s commitment to Liam and Rebecca, but she didn’t envy her family life.

      But there in the bookshop, readying herself to turn and leave the stranger who no longer felt like a stranger, Isla sensed things had already changed. Her world had opened up.

       

      Sophie woke early, with the daylight, and lifted the duvet gently so as not to disturb Liam. He lay with his back to her and she was tempted to drop a kiss on his shoulder, trace a trail up his neck to where his light stubble started. But he had stayed up late working on notes for one of his college lectures. She’d let him sleep a while longer.

      She put on her dressing gown and walked down the stairs of their townhouse, a slice of Georgian architecture lined up against identical neighbours in the curve of Bennett Street in Bristol. It was a road they’d been lucky to afford. Ten years ago, when prices were lower, a doer-upper had come on the market, and Sophie had fallen in love with the potential of it the moment she’d walked through the door. She and Liam had put their combined energies into making it a home – it had felt good to have a project, something they could focus on together. Dropping out of medical school was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, but when her parents said they would no longer fund her she’d had no choice. The distraction of making a home for herself and Liam was what she had needed. They’d enjoyed breaking away the plywood and revealing period fireplaces, tiles in almost perfect condition. Then there was all the time they spent picking out the small things that made it special – browsing the Clifton junk shops to find vintage clocks and coffee tables. This would be their new start, away from the whispers and judgement. Sophie and Liam were building a future.

      Sophie got down the cafetière and made coffee in her white and oak open-plan kitchen. When it had brewed, she stepped out on to the patio. It was July, warm enough to be outside like this, in bare feet. A wood pigeon cooed, but aside from that the garden was quiet, just the way Sophie liked it. She looked out at the lawn and flowerbeds, the summer blooms brightening the space – her own small oasis of calm. If you didn’t look too closely it could almost be something out of a lifestyle magazine.

      Ha, she thought, smiling to herself. Perfectly styled dysfunction.

      She and Liam were fine, that was the good part. But that was only half the story.

      Rebecca, Liam’s daughter, was sixteen now. She came for the weekends and holidays. They’d been friends once, or something close to it, but these days Bennett Street on the long stretch from Friday to Sunday had started to feel like a battleground.

      Sophie missed Isla – she was the friend Sophie turned to for advice, and Sophie was sure that if she knew more about the situation with Rebecca, she’d be able to help improve things. Sophie loved to hear her friend’s updates from Amsterdam, but she also longed for the two of them to be able to go out, and talk over a glass of wine – laugh the way they used to. Isla was like that – a burst of sunshine in the life of anyone lucky enough to know her, coasting along at her own speed, on tracks she laid down as she went. She’d always been like that. Sophie remembered how, as their first year at uni drew to a close with a hazy hot summer, they were sitting on the floor of Sophie’s room in their shared student flat, biros and A4 pads in hand.

       

      ‘This is the summer it all starts for us,’ Isla announced. ‘A list can be a powerful thing.’ 

      ‘Right,’ Sophie said, chewing on the end of her black pen. ‘I’m ready. How many things?’ 

      ‘Ten,’ Isla said. ‘Twenty. More if you want. Imagine you’re a granny sitting in your rocking chair. Think of what it is you really, really want to have done in life.’ 

      Sophie paused for a moment. There was only one thing, really. She started to write. 

      Be a doctor.

      The dream she’d had since she was a kid with a toy stethoscope. She was finally on her way, at medical school in Bristol. She got on well with her fellow students, and her tutor, Richard, always made time for her. His passion for the subject reminded her during every lecture why she had chosen to study medicine, and filled her with hope and excitement about qualifying in the future. He even introduced her to a few of his friends, other tutors – and that made Sophie feel as if she was really part of things. 

      Isla looked over her shoulder. ‘Not just career stuff, Soph. Fun things.’ 

      ‘I know, I know. Give me a minute.’ 

      She couldn’t really think of anything else. Isla was scribbling furiously on her own piece of paper. 

      Girls like Isla hadn’t existed at her boarding school, Sophie thought, and, even if they had, she was pretty sure they wouldn’t have talked to her. Isla’s hair was dyed bright red, with a blunt-cut fringe, and a solitary peacock-feather earring dangled from one ear. When they’d met for the first time, in the kitchen of their shared student flat, Sophie had struggled to think of what to say. Isla had filled the silence easily, though – and in just a few weeks they had become close friends. She turned back to her paper. 

      Read Anna Karenina.

      Find a lost dog and reunite it with its owner.

      ‘You’re dreaming big, right?’ Isla said, without looking up from her own list.

      Sophie paused. No – not big exactly. She looked up at the posters on her wall. Roman Holiday, her favourite Audrey Hepburn film. Learn Italian, she added. And, Make pasta from scratch.

      Complete a triathlon.

      See the Northern Lights.

      ‘Really big?’ Isla prompted her. 

      Sophie bit her lip, then made herself write it. 

      Fall in love with someone who loves me for me.

      ‘Done,’ Isla said, a moment later, laying down her biro with a look of pride. 

      Sophie felt embarrassed about her own list, and instead looked over at Isla’s. ‘What did you write?’ 

      ‘Number one you may already know, seeing as I talk about it almost every day,’ Isla smiled. ‘Perform on Broadway.’ 

      ‘You’ll do that,’ Sophie said. Distant a dream as it might sound, Sophie felt sure that Isla could do it. She was a natural actress, and her amateur student plays had already got glowing reviews. ‘What else?’ 

      ‘Two – Live abroad. Three – Make chocolate in Paris.’ 

      ‘Now that I like the sound of,’ Sophie said. 

      ‘I always fancied the idea of doing a chocolate-making course there. Truffles, bonbons, macaroons… then a stroll down the Champs-Elysées, sitting down at some gorgeous little pavement café and ordering a citron pressé. There’s room for two in that dream, obviously.’

      ‘Pleased to hear it. I’m in. What else is on your list?’ 

      ‘Four – Learn to fly on a trapeze.’

      ‘You’re kidding.’ 

      ‘Not remotely. My grandma Sadie was in a circus. Did I ever tell you that? So I figure it’s in my blood, somewhere. The half of my blood that I know about, that is.’ 

      ‘Maybe your gran could join you for that one,’ Sophie said. ‘I’ve got a really bad head for heights, as you know. Swinging upside-down from a flimsy little swing is absolutely not my idea of fun.’ 

      ‘Fine. Each to their own, then. Five – Learn to tango in Buenos Aires.’ 

      ‘That sounds so romantic,’ Sophie said. 

      ‘Doesn’t it?’ 

      Isla got to her feet and danced with an imaginary partner on the worn carpet, her eyes closed. Sophie got up and joined her, and they danced together, until they tripped over one another’s feet and collapsed in giggles. 

      Isla resumed reading her list. ‘These ones you’ll probably like. They’re fairly easy. Six – Wild swimming. A lake, a waterfall, wherever, just somewhere out in the open, where I can, you know, commune with nature.’ She smiled. 

      ‘Doable. The next one?’ 

      ‘See sunset and sunrise the same night. And this – this you’ll like,’ Isla said. ‘Make a patchwork quilt.’ 

      ‘That’s a nice one.’ 

      ‘My gran’s got a lot of beautiful material in her house – it’d be a nice way to tell our family story. Something to pass down to future generations and whatnot.’ 

      ‘Lovely. Have you ever sewn anything?’ 

      ‘Badges. For Brownies,’ Isla said. 

      ‘Fine – a walk in the park then.’ 

      ‘Let’s see yours,’ Isla said. 

       

      Thinking back, Sophie sighed. Her list was in a drawer somewhere. She hadn’t seen it for years. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about travelling, or learning Italian – and she’d even got as far as training for a triathlon a couple of years ago – but those ambitions didn’t fit with her life as it was any more. Her priorities had changed after she and Liam had got together properly and Rebecca, her stepdaughter, had come into her life.

      Back at uni, when the storm had hit and the truth came out about Sophie and Liam, Isla had weathered it with her. Sophie’s father’s job as a top MP meant the tabloids were all over the scandal – a married university tutor having an affair with a young student.

      Isla had taken her out clubbing and told her in that dizzy drunken fog that, whatever Sophie’s parents said – and they hadn’t taken the news well – she was still a good person.

      How simple things had seemed back when she and Isla had written those lists. That wasn’t real life. The people you committed to, and the lives you were responsible for, were what would really guide your decisions in life, not the sun-chasing desires you had as a teenager. She enjoyed watching Isla meet her goals, but her own life was different now.

      Sophie could hear Liam’s footsteps on the stairs, and, out of habit, she got to her feet to make his coffee. Their life was made up of these small courtesies and routines, reminding them that they were together, a team, through it all, and after everything. When Rebecca slammed her door, or dinner was an interminable stretch of hostile silence, Sophie could look over at Liam, and there’d be an understanding there, a sense of solidarity they built up in small ways every day. And sometimes, he’d smile, and his eyes would crinkle at the corners. It wasn’t perfect, their life, but it was full of love.

      Love that hadn’t been convenient, but love that was strong, and true, and meaningful. Love that had been worth the cost.
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      ‘What’s this?’ Rafael asked, looking at a piece of paper pinned to Isla’s fridge.

      Isla looked over towards the kitchen, where Rafael was standing.

      ‘That’s the list,’ Isla said. ‘I’ve told you about that, right?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      It had been two months since Isla’s first visit to the bookshop, the day she’d set eyes on Rafael for the first time. She’d found a reason to return the next day – to enquire about a novel by a prize-winning French writer. It was actually one that she already had sitting on her bedside table in the apartment, unread, next to a copy of Grazia (read) that Sophie had sent her. Rafael had found her a copy, and she bought it – they’d chatted for a little while. They were both foreigners making a home in the city – he’d moved over from Mexico, she had left behind a comfortable life in Bristol. He’d stayed on her mind all week – his easy humour, and kind smile. She went back at the weekend, and he told her a local reading group was going to discuss the literary novel she’d bought. He wondered if she might like to join them.

      Caught unawares, she hadn’t had time to formulate a response that was anything other than the truth. Instead, she’d smiled. ‘I’m afraid I wouldn’t have much to say,’ she said. ‘I’ve got two copies now, and I haven’t read either. So, before I bankrupt myself —’ she drew on all her courage ‘— I wonder if you’d like to go for a drink with me?’

      He had laughed, and agreed, without hesitating. They’d gone out – and found they couldn’t stop talking. At the end of their first date, he’d kissed her. The city changed for her then. Each road led to or away from Rafael – his home, his work – and every café and bar became a landmark imprinted on her mind, a place where they’d talked about their pasts, or future, or just kissed until she felt dizzy. The past two months had been a whirl, of long cycle rides in the countryside when the shop’s opening hours and her rehearsal schedule allowed it, and of Sunday mornings spent barely leaving his apartment.

      Now, she went over to him in her kitchen and put her arms around him from behind. Little by little he was starting to feel like hers.

      ‘Well – let me introduce you,’ she said, pulling the piece of paper from the fridge door and moving to his side. ‘This list is a very good friend of mine, and you should meet her too.’

      ‘I’m intrigued.’

      ‘Sophie and I wrote these, years back. When we had no doubt I would be a famous actress and she’d be saving lives.’ She smiled. ‘It may not have happened yet, but I’m going to do them all.’

      ‘Live abroad – that one’s done.’

      ‘Yes – and that turned out to be quite a good decision.’ She kissed him on the cheek and he continued to read over her shoulder.

      ‘The trapeze? Amazing.’

      ‘One day,’ Isla said, with a smile. ‘No time limit on these things. Well, aside from the obvious. I just want to be a happy little old lady looking back and knowing I did everything I wanted to.’

      ‘You’re a born adventurer.’ He smiled.

      ‘I guess. Anyway, this list certainly kept me going when I was working at the biscuit factory back home, trying to scrape together enough money to bring the play out here.’

      ‘And you did it.’

      ‘Yes. Together with Greta and Alec, who were on my uni course with me, I founded the group in the UK and got us all out here. But you must have had a plan, too, coming here all the way across that big blue sea. You couldn’t get much further from home.’

      ‘A sketchy one,’ he said, shrugging.

      Isla pressed him – he was such a good listener that they’d barely talked about his life at all. ‘I’m guessing you didn’t speak Dutch when you arrived?’

      ‘I’d never heard a word,’ he laughed. ‘I couldn’t get by at all. I used the English I had – which I’d learned from the American movies I used to watch back home.’

      ‘And now look at you – you’ve got your own business here.’

      ‘I feel lucky,’ he said. ‘I got a few regular customers, like Berenice, brilliant B, who spread the word, then started running events, and things took off from there. It wasn’t a plan, not really. A lot of it just happened.’

      ‘Well, however you got here, I’m glad you came,’ Isla said. She couldn’t imagine being without him now – with the laughter and brightness that he brought to her days.

      He put his arms around her and drew her in close to him. ‘Me too.’

       

      The following morning, Rafael left to open the bookshop and Isla cycled over to the theatre. The water on the canal of Prinsengracht sparkled in the July sunshine. She smiled to herself, recollecting the sensation of Rafael’s hands on her skin.

      Was there a name for it, she wondered, this feeling when you woke up and realised that this good life was your life? That the day you were starting was better than any you ever imagined yourself living? It was worthy of a name. Rafael seemed more than happy to be considered hers, and the independence she’d once valued above everything else in her life didn’t seem as essential as it once had any more.

      Sophie had called her late the night before. She’d seen her friend’s name flash up on the phone but – and she never did this, not usually, not to Sophie – she’d reached over and pressed the red button. She’d see Sophie in person soon enough, and would make it up to her.

      Sophie had texted last week to say she’d booked her tickets – in just a few days she’d be over here to visit, and they could catch up on everything properly then.

      Isla arrived at the theatre, parked her bike and walked in through the stage door.

      Greta was tidying up one of the dressing rooms, rearranging costumes and props. ‘There’s that sparkle in your eyes again,’ she said, with a smile. ‘God, it would be sickening, really, if it wasn’t making your performances even stronger than usual.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Isla said, wrinkling her nose. ‘I think.’

      ‘You’ve been the best you’ve ever been these past few weeks, we’ve all noticed it.’

      A glow of pride welled up inside Isla. She knew, deep down, that it was true. The last few weeks she’d truly come alive on stage, each response from the audience, or emotional silence, spurring her on to perform better and better in the next scene. The difference wasn’t hard to figure out – Rafael was there with her, each night, sometimes in one of the unsold seats at the side of the theatre, other times just in her mind, urging her on.

      ‘Come and get some coffee with me,’ Greta said. ‘The others are through in Alec’s room. It’s been a busy morning.’

      ‘Sure,’ Isla said, dropping her rucksack and following Greta through to the other dressing room.

      Alec – their temperamental male lead – was definitely sunny-side-up today. He poured Isla coffee and motioned for her to sit down, an irrepressible smile on his face.

      ‘Why do I get the feeling something’s going on around here that I don’t know about?’ Isla said, suspiciously.

      ‘Oh, it is,’ Alec said. ‘It totally is.’

      ‘Go on, tell me, then,’ Isla said, unable to restrain her excitement. She knew – they’d all known – that there were key local reviewers in the audience the previous night. ‘Has a new review come in?’

      ‘Better than that,’ Greta said.

      ‘We’re going to New York,’ Alec announced.

      Isla furrowed her brow, unsure of what he meant.

      ‘The show,’ he explained. ‘Get this. We’re going to Broadway!’

      New York. Broadway. The words danced in the air until she was barely sure she’d heard them right at all. Did Alec really mean them – their show? Her? Was this really happening?

      ‘Us? Us including me?’ Isla said, biting her lip to stop from smiling.

      ‘Of course including you, you doughnut. You’re the best thing we’ve got.’

      ‘It can’t be real. It’s too good.’

      She felt as if she was lighting up like a candle, her cheeks catching the glow and warming. This was IT, the one. What she’d always dreamed of. Being an actress was about more than just the glory, a glamorous setting, of course it was – she would have enjoyed it if she’d been acting in a pub theatre. But New York? That was something most people never got near – if she got there, she had made it. It would all have been worth it – the hard graft and late nights. She would have arrived.

      ‘He’s being serious,’ Greta reassured her. ‘I didn’t believe him at first either.’

      ‘How?’ she said, a hesitant smile coming to her lips. ‘I mean – I know the run’s gone well, and we’ve had some great feedback… but this? How?’

      ‘Invited the right people at the right time,’ Alec said. ‘I’ve got some American friends in high places in the theatre world and while they were over here on holiday I asked them along. They came last night. And they were impressed. They’ve promised to arrange us some dates at the end of the summer. It’ll be at a small theatre, obviously we’ll need to start building up a name for ourselves… but it’s a good thing.’

      ‘A good thing?’ Isla said, almost feverish with excitement. ‘It’s New York!’

      ‘I know,’ Greta said, with a huge smile. ‘It’s insane.’

      ‘It’s incredible.’

       

      Isla imagined the look Rafael would have on his face when she told him the news. She couldn’t wait to talk to him and share the excitement that felt as if it might bubble right out of her. This was everything – everything.

      He would be as excited as she was. Yes, it would mean time apart, but they’d laid the foundations of their relationship well enough. She was confident that they could cope with distance for a while, and he’d already shown that he was supportive of her pursuing her ambitions.

      As the good news sank in, she thought of Sophie. The person who’d been there when she’d put performing on Broadway at the very top of her list. She couldn’t wait another minute to share the news with her friend.

      She picked up the phone and called her.

      ‘Hey, Isla. I’m just —’

      ‘Whatever you’re doing, you have to stop it for a minute.’

      ‘OK,’ Sophie said, laughing. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ Isla said. ‘I’ve just had the most incredible news. We’re taking the play to Broadway.’

      Isla lifted the phone away from her ear slightly, anticipating Sophie’s excited shouting. She could still hear it. ‘You’re kidding! That’s amazing. That’s more than amazing. That’s number one, Isla.’

      ‘It is number one. I know. I told you a list is a powerful thing.’

      ‘I’m so proud of you.’

      It meant a lot, to hear that from Sophie. Sophie who had supported her every step of the way in her journey towards making acting her career. ‘Thank you. God, even I’m proud of me.’

      ‘New York!’ Sophie shouted.

      ‘I know!’ Isla said back.

      Sophie lowered her voice. ‘Oh, God. Everyone in the staff canteen is staring at me.’

      ‘Let them,’ Isla said. ‘It’s not every day I get to tell you news like this.’

       

      ‘New York, eh,’ Liam said, as he and Sophie stood in the hallway of their home in Bennett Street the next morning. ‘Well, you’ve always said Isla was talented.’

      ‘She’s just really got it. The moment she steps on stage, you forget it’s her – she inhabits the role. And she’s seemed so happy working with the theatre group she’s with. I’m not at all surprised that they got spotted.’

      ‘When’s she going?’

      ‘In just over a month. She’ll be out there for September.’

      ‘Do you think you’ll go?’

      ‘I’d like to – I’ll talk to her about it when I go over to visit.’

      ‘Cool.’ He put a ringbinder and a notebook in his bag and closed it.

      ‘You’ve got everything you need for today?’ Sophie said.

      ‘Yes – I’m all set. I wish they could all be like this student, actually – his thesis is shaping up really well. It’s the new term, and the freshers, I’m more worried about.’

      ‘I’m sure they’ll be more scared than you,’ Sophie said, giving him a kiss.

      ‘I don’t know about that,’ he said. ‘It was easier when they weren’t forking out so much money to do the courses. Students these days are so much more demanding.’

      ‘You’re worth every penny,’ Sophie said, teasing him gently.

      ‘Obviously I know that,’ he said, smiling. ‘But it’s them I need to convince. There are the strong students, who give it their all and grab the opportunity with both hands – like you were, before…’ His smile disappeared for a moment. Sophie knew how guilty he felt that he hadn’t been able to support her financially himself. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Ancient history,’ Sophie said. ‘Carry on.’

      ‘But some of the others seem to think you can buy a degree. That they’re entitled to a good pass, whether they’ve put the work in or not.’

      ‘That’s no good.’ She paused. ‘It really isn’t. How do the other lecturers feel about it?’

      ‘They’re resigned to it, mostly. But if we roll over, give in to some of these students’ demands and issue good marks to those who aren’t deserving of them, then we’re letting the truly talented and hard-working students down – and then comes the process of it devaluing degrees, full stop.’

      ‘You have to put your foot down; it’s too important.’

      ‘Exactly, I agree. Which is why I’m not anticipating winning any popularity prizes this term. And why I’d quite like to go in wearing full body armour when September rolls around.’

      She smiled, and took his hand. ‘I can’t supply you with that, I’m afraid. But I could ease the pain when you get home tonight. How about your favourite pasta bake, with a nice bottle of wine?’

      ‘Sounds wonderful.’ The smile returned to Liam’s face. Thank you.’

      ‘You’ll be fine.’ She stood up on tiptoes to kiss him. ‘I love you.’

       

      Sophie left the house shortly after Liam. She had been working as a clerk in the children’s ward at Bristol Hospital for eight years now – dealing with patients and their families and handling medical notes – and she could almost drive there on autopilot.

      It wasn’t what she’d once pictured herself doing, but it was a job that had its rewards. She met the most incredible kids working there. They never ceased to amaze her with their energy, their resilience, their laughter. Their strength in the face of conditions that kept their parents awake at night. The best days were the ones when she got to see them go home, healthy and well. They’d leave the ward with their parents, all smiles, and she’d silently hope not to see them again. Sometimes she and Karen would get a thank-you card or a photo, and they’d pin it to the board proudly, a reminder of the happy stories they had played a tiny part in.

      She went up to the fourth floor and to her desk, and took off her coat. Karen wasn’t in yet, so she took some paperwork in to Rob, one of the doctors, in Room 8. He smiled when he saw her. ‘Morning, Sophie.’

      Rob had started at the same time as her, and he’d always been a supportive colleague. Over time, they’d become friends. Rob, broad-shouldered with dark hair, was considered by some of the staff to be harsh, and he certainly didn’t mince his words. But when Sophie chatted with him she never felt conscious of hierarchy in the way she did talking to some of the other doctors. When they were working, or in the canteen, on coffee break, they were equals: simple as that.

      Today Rob and a nurse were treating Milly, a little girl with chronic eczema who’d come in quite a few times. When Rob was with a patient, his gaze softened, and the sternness some knew him for disappeared.

      ‘Hey, Milly,’ Sophie said, greeting her with a smile. Milly held up her toy monkey and waved back.

      ‘How can we help you today, Milly?’ Rob asked, crouching down to talk to her at her level.

      ‘My skin’s all oww-y again,’ she said, softly.

      ‘Her eczema flared up badly this weekend,’ her dad told Rob. ‘She went to a birthday party and must have eaten something with egg in it.’ The stress showed in his eyes. ‘I should have stayed there with her, I know that… but —’

      ‘You can’t always be there every minute, especially as she gets older,’ Rob reassured him. ‘You do what you can. Now, Milly, let’s do our best to get this sorted, shall we?’

      Sophie looked at the red-raw patches of skin, and how delicately the nurse had to put on the tubigrip bandage in order to cause minimal discomfort to her. Even then Milly was wincing. Sophie couldn’t offer anything more than a smile, and reassurance. At best a brightly coloured sticker. At times like these, she wished she could do more – that she could be the one to take the pain away. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t ever be that person – that door had closed for her a long time ago.

       

      An hour later, after Milly and her father had left the ward, Rob stopped by at the main desk.

      ‘Have you got time for lunch?’ Rob asked.

      ‘I think so. That OK, Karen?’ Sophie asked.

      Her colleague nodded. ‘Bring me back a KitKat, will you?’

      ‘Sure, OK.’ Sophie grabbed her bag. ‘Let’s go.’

      They went through to the canteen, bought sandwiches and drinks, and found a quiet table over by the window.

      ‘How’s it going?’ Rob asked.

      ‘Truth?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Really glad I’ve got some time away booked in.’

      He smiled in recognition. ‘It’s been pretty full-on here lately, hasn’t it. You and Liam going somewhere nice?’

      ‘It’s just me this time. Liam can’t afford the days off – and I really need to take them, as they’ve been stacking up. I’m going to Amsterdam, to see Isla, my best friend and partner in crime.’

      Rob smiled. ‘Is there a hell-raising side to you I haven’t seen?’

      ‘Hardly.’ Sophie laughed. ‘But the two of us had our moments, back when I could handle more than a glass of wine.’

      ‘Always the life and soul of the staff parties,’ Rob said, teasing. ‘Curled up in the corner in an armchair by nine-thirty.’

      ‘I think my partying days, what there was of them, are over. But let’s see what this trip brings. It’s a long time since I had a holiday.’

      ‘Hopefully as soon as you’re on the plane you’ll forget about this place completely. You deserve a proper break.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      They fell quiet for a moment.

      ‘It didn’t feel right taking the time off, last year. After what happened – that little girl dying.’

      ‘I know,’ Rob said. A moment of silent mutual understanding passed between them. ‘It was a tough year here, Soph. For all of us. But it wasn’t your fault, and it wasn’t mine. Dr Lyra accepted full responsibility. She was displaying classic signs of meningitis. Her parents were concerned enough to ask about it. He should never have sent her home that night. He made a serious error.’

      ‘I just can’t help thinking – I was in there, Rob. With her. Just for a few minutes – but perhaps there was something I could have seen when Dr Lyra did the examination. There was a chance…’

      ‘Look, Sophie,’ Rob said, his expression serious. ‘You know I’d never normally say this, and forgive me if it sounds harsh. But you’re a ward clerk. You’re not a doctor. You’re not qualified or paid to take on the responsibility that Dr Lyra had – and that means you can’t spend another minute feeling bad about what happened.’

      Sophie desperately wanted to undo what had gone wrong the previous year. It struck her to her core that she wasn’t qualified to help avoid it happening again. But, as the words sank in, she realised they had also freed her a little. She’d thought, so often, that if she had acted differently, that girl might still be alive.

       

      Sophie drove home that night, looking forward to the quiet evening alone with Liam. She stopped by the supermarket to pick up a bottle of wine to go with the pasta bake that was waiting in the fridge. She and Liam would have some unhurried time to catch up on their days.

      As she drove up to the house, she saw a glimmer of light coming from the living room.

      ‘Hey!’ she called out, opening the door. ‘You’re back early.’

      A trail of belongings in the hallway told a different story from the one she’d had in her head. Rebecca’s handbag was tossed to one side on the carpet, mascara and a lip crayon spilling out. She went over to the living room and looked inside.

      Rebecca was lying on the sofa in the living room watching TV, her long legs, in skinny jeans and mismatched socks, sprawled out.

      ‘Hi, Rebecca.’

      ‘Hey,’ Rebecca said without looking up. ‘Not quite who you were expecting, right?’

      Liam came into the room, and put his arm around Sophie’s waist. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I tried to call you. Véronique has a date tonight, so I said Rebecca could stay here with us.’

      ‘Sure,’ Sophie said, ‘of course.’

      ‘Sorry,’ Rebecca said. ‘For ruining your evening. He’s only my father, after all.’

      ‘Come on, Rebecca – you know it’s not like that,’ Sophie said. ‘You’re always welcome here.’

      ‘I’m always welcome to be passed between the parents you broke up, you mean.’

      Ten years, and Rebecca’s resentment seemed only to have grown. Ten years, and those words still cut Sophie like a knife.

      ‘It’s not like that,’ Liam said. ‘There are a lot of people who love and care about you, and Sophie is one of them.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ Rebecca said. ‘You’re just jumping to her defence, as always.’

      ‘Enough, Rebecca,’ Liam said, firmly.

      The room fell quiet.

      ‘I’ll get the dinner on, shall I?’ Sophie said.

       

      An hour later, Liam finished preparing the meal in the kitchen, and Sophie and Rebecca sat together at the table.

      ‘So Dad said you’re going away this weekend,’ Rebecca said, picking at a splinter in the table with her nail.

      ‘I am, yes,’ Sophie said, lifted by her interest. ‘I’m going to see Isla. I’ve talked about her before to you, haven’t I?’

      ‘Yes. You’ve mentioned her. The only one of your friends who wanted to come to the wedding.’

      Sophie felt the hit of the barbed comment, but stayed calm. It was true, after all – there was no getting away from the fact that Sophie had lost a fair few friends. Arguably, it had been with good reason. However she looked at it, denying it wasn’t going to make it go away.

      ‘She’s been a good friend to me, yes. Not everyone understood why I did what I did when I got married to your dad, and I respect their opinions. They had the right to step away. But I also appreciate that Isla stood by me.’

      ‘Whatever,’ Rebecca said, pressing her nail into the wood until she’d made a dent. ‘I was just saying what I remembered about her. I don’t want to discuss all that marriage-wrecking stuff right now, before dinner.’

      ‘Good,’ Sophie said. ‘That makes both of us, then. You’ll be OK, won’t you, you and your dad, this weekend?’

      ‘Are you kidding?’ she said, looking up, a smile on her lips. ‘You think we’re going to fall apart without you?’

      ‘No – that isn’t what I was saying…’ Sophie paused. Took a deep breath. It hadn’t always been like this – a hopeless spiral in which everything she said seemed to lead them further into conflict. Rebecca had always been spirited, but this vitriol hadn’t always been there. At the start of secondary school she’d taken on a slight edge, caught up in wanting to be cool, but she had still delighted in helping Sophie in the kitchen, or out in the garden. She’d still been a young, sweet girl in many ways. ‘I just wanted to be sure that you have everything you need.’

      ‘So that you can get out of here, have a break from me with a clear conscience.’

      ‘That’s not true at all,’ Sophie said. As she said the words, she was conscious of the lie. She was looking forward to a break – from this Rebecca. This Rebecca with her underhand comments, her subtle passive aggression and her more overt digs.

      ‘Don’t pretend you actually like spending time with me,’ Rebecca said.

      Guilt nagged at Sophie. Perhaps she had neglected their relationship – given up too easily when the going got tough. ‘I do.’

      Sophie glanced over at Liam, silently willing him to return to the table. He was out of earshot, humming along to the radio and spooning their dinner on to plates.

      ‘Liar,’ Rebecca whispered.

      Sophie realised she had to make peace now if they were to stand any chance of improving things. ‘Look – next weekend when I’m back, how about you and I do something together?’

      ‘Like what?’ Rebecca said, flatly. She looked up and met Sophie’s gaze; her blue eyes were wide, challenging Sophie to impress her.

      ‘Go out,’ Sophie said, her voice wavering a fraction. This should not be intimidating her. A sixteen-year-old with an attitude problem should not be bothering her this much. ‘Shopping maybe? Or to get our nails done?’

      Rebecca rolled her eyes, and made no attempt to conceal her contempt. ‘Original.’

      ‘I wasn’t trying to be original,’ Sophie said, her voice rising in volume as her patience broke down. ‘God, Rebecca – I’m just trying to do something – anything – to break down this hostile front. It doesn’t have to be like this between us.’

      ‘I don’t want to go shopping,’ Rebecca said, her voice level and calm. ‘Thank you.’

      Sophie didn’t know how to respond – Rebecca’s tone gave nothing away. ‘Well, if you do change your mind, I’m here. I’d like to spend more time with you, whether you believe it or not.’

      ‘Fine,’ Rebecca said. She looked at her father. Seemed to want him to come over and break the tension just as much as Sophie did. ‘I don’t believe it.’

      Sophie stayed quiet. There was no way of winning.

      Rebecca’s gaze returned to meet Sophie’s, confronting her. ‘And don’t hurry home.’

      ‘Sorry?’ Sophie said. Rebecca’s words stung.

      ‘I prefer it, you know,’ Rebecca said, whispering so that her father wouldn’t hear. ‘I prefer it when you’re not here.’ Rebecca lowered her voice so it was quieter still. ‘Sometimes I think Dad does too.’

      Sophie wanted to shout back. Let loose all the anger and frustration that had been building in her. What had she done to make this girl hate her so much that she’d say a thing like that? That she’d keep saying the very worst things she could? But she was the adult, she reminded herself. She couldn’t sink to Rebecca’s level.

      ‘I’m sorry you feel that way,’ Sophie said. She took a deep breath, glad that she’d managed to hold back all the other things she really wanted to say, for another day at least.

       

      After dinner, Sophie took the empty plates over to the kitchen. Staying calm with Rebecca for the duration of the meal had nearly broken her. She’d continued to make digs, albeit more subtle ones when her father was sitting with them. Liam and Sophie had exchanged looks a couple of times, and she could see that he was picking up on the tension – but nothing that Rebecca said was quite obvious enough for him to challenge her directly.

      ‘I’m sorry about that, the way she’s been speaking to you,’ Liam said. ‘It’s not OK. Not at all. I’ll have a word with her about it.’

      Sophie shook her head. ‘You haven’t heard the half of it.’

      He looked surprised. ‘Why, what else did she say?’

      ‘I don’t want to go over it. Not now.’ Sophie felt raw and hurt thinking of their earlier confrontation, and she didn’t want to cry. Even now, with Rebecca safely upstairs. ‘She seems determined to create a rift between the two of us, even now. I’ve tried to offer an olive branch, but I’m getting nowhere. I don’t know where I’ve gone wrong recently, Liam. She seems to really hate me.’

      ‘You haven’t done anything wrong,’ he said, putting an arm around her. ‘You’ve always been there for her. As much as she’s ever allowed you to be.’

      ‘I mean, granted it’s never been the easiest relationship – she’s always seen me as a rival, I guess. But it was OK, wasn’t it, before? And now this.’

      ‘I know,’ Liam said, concerned. ‘I can see it’s got a lot worse.’

      ‘What do you think’s going on for her?’

      ‘I don’t know – school, friends, boys?’ He shrugged, and it was obvious his guesses were no more than stabs in the dark. ‘I guess I’m due a proper chat with her. I’ll talk to her this weekend.’

      ‘Being sixteen is crappy sometimes,’ Sophie said. ‘I know that. I can remember it. But I’m getting far too close, Liam, to losing it with her. And I don’t want to do that.’

       

      Sophie went upstairs and started packing for her trip away on Saturday morning. She felt better for having talked to Liam about Rebecca. A break, and some time with her friend, would give her time to build some kind of strategy. Or at least the energy to keep on going without losing her temper.

      A message buzzed through on her phone, from Isla.

      
         

        Only one more day. Can’t wait to see you. Have planned a lot of fun things for us to do. x

      

      Sophie smiled. After weeks of waiting, she was nearly there. She and Isla would be back together again and it would be like old times.

      She texted back quickly.

      
         

        Can’t wait either. It’s been too long. x

      

      She was excited about going to a new city for a long weekend, but would have been just as happy if the two of them were holed up in a Costa around the corner, so long as they had a chance to chat.

      Sophie returned to packing her things, layering clothes into her suitcase. She found herself daydreaming about the first completely free days in months – and the time that she and Isla would have to catch up. She picked up her new high heels – unworn – and hesitated for a moment before putting them into her bag.

      Liam put an arm around her and kissed her. ‘I’m going to miss you.’

      ‘Me too,’ Sophie replied.

      ‘But I hope you enjoy yourself. I know things haven’t been easy round here lately.’

      ‘I don’t ever seem to be able to say the right thing.’

      Liam frowned. ‘I’m sure it’s just a phase.’

      ‘I hope so.’

      ‘Yes.’ Liam held her for a moment. She felt complete, there in his arms, as if nothing could touch her. ‘Anyway, back to us – I’ve booked us a table, Tuesday night, just after you get back,’ he said. ‘For our anniversary.’

      Sophie smiled. It didn’t feel like ten years since they’d got married. A simple town hall do, with a meal in an Italian restaurant afterwards. It wasn’t the big wedding she’d once dreamed of, and yes, there had been a certain sadness about her family not being there – but it had been perfect nonetheless, because she’d been marrying Liam. And Isla and her mum Hattie had been there, signing the book as witnesses, and sharing in her happiness. That had meant a lot.

      ‘Our Italian. Something to look forward to when you get back, to help you overcome those post-holiday blues.’

      ‘That’s sweet of you,’ Sophie said, pulling back so that she could look him in the eyes. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Got to give you something to make coming home seem worthwhile. I know how hard it is for you to be apart from Isla. I don’t want you missing your flight home.’

      ‘Don’t worry about that.’

      He stroked her hair and kissed her again.

      ‘Any plans for this weekend?’ she asked. ‘Other than talking to Rebecca, I mean?’

      ‘A quiet one, I think. Mark said he might drop around for lunch on Sunday.’

      ‘Ah, that reminds me. It might not be that quiet around here,’ Sophie said. ‘There’s going to be a party at the house across the road – one of the girls dropped by to tell us, and apologised in advance for the noise.’

      ‘No invite, then?’ Liam said, with a smile.

      ‘She did ask us along, actually.’ Sophie smiled. ‘They seem like a nice bunch. Students. They thought Rebecca might like to join them, too.’

      ‘I’ll mention it to her. Anything to cheer her up.’

      Sophie went back to her packing, organising her small bottles of cosmetics into a clear wash bag.

      ‘Listen, Soph,’ Liam said, sitting down on their double bed. ‘I know we’ve been kind of caught up in the day-to-day lately, but I want you to know I love you.’

      She smiled. ‘What’s brought this on?’

      ‘I just want you to know that I don’t take you for granted. That I never will. I know how much you’ve tried with Rebecca, and I appreciate it, I always have.’

      She sat beside him, and he took her hand in his. ‘I’ll never forget what you gave up so that we could be together.’

      She touched his cheek gently, ran it over the stubble there. ‘We both made sacrifices,’ she said. ‘And, while I’m sorry that people got hurt, I’ve never looked back.’

      ‘When we moved in together, what I said, about not wanting another family. I know that hurt you.’

      ‘It was a shock, at first,’ she admitted. Liam had made it clear then that he wanted to put the sleepless nights and nappy changes behind him. The stress of having a newborn had driven a wedge between him and Véronique and he didn’t want the same thing happening to him and Sophie. ‘But I understand. I know it came from wanting to put our relationship first. I’m used to it now.’

      ‘There’s no part of you that wonders?’ Liam said.

      Perhaps there was. Yes, there was. But Sophie had stopped lingering on those thoughts. ‘It took a little getting used to, but I’m all right with how things are.’

      ‘The thing is, I don’t think I was being entirely fair, back then. I was selfish, ruling it out.’

      ‘Are you saying you feel differently now?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think a baby could make us really happy.’

      ‘We are happy,’ she said softly.

      ‘I know. But I don’t know – something’s changed. I want this with you, a family. Our family.’

      ‘Really?’ She had to be certain. If she was going to consider this, she had to know for sure that it was what he really wanted.

      ‘Really.’

      Sophie had taken in what he’d just said, but still couldn’t quite believe it. For years, having a child simply hadn’t been an option. Liam, as kindly as he could, had made that clear. Sophie had accepted it as their only possible reality, and come to value the positive aspects of a child-free life. Now, in the space of a conversation, the potential for a different kind of future had emerged. Sophie realised she’d lost sight of what she even wanted.

      ‘I’m going to need some time to think about it,’ she said.
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