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      To John,

      
      Forever,

      
      Olive.





      




      
      
      Once in a Lifetime

      
      
      
         It only happens once,

         
             not twice,

         
                 the moments

         
                     vanishing

         
                         like mice,

         
         scurrying past,

         
                 life much

         
                     too fast,

         
         and only for

         
                 the very brave,

         
                     the strong,

         
                         the true,

         
         and when the moment

         
             comes

         
                 for you,

         
         don’t let it

         
                 pass you by,

         
         for in the twinkling

         
                 of an eye,

         
         the love is gone,

         
             the moment dead,

         
         an empty ringing

         
             in your head,

         
         your heart will know

         
             when fate

         
                 has whispered

         
                     in your ear …

         
         oh never fear,

         
             beloved friend,

         

         
         for in the end

         
             it’s worth

         
                 the price,

         
                     the fee,

         
                         the cost,

         
             when all is lost,

         
                 but love is won,

         
         when true love

         
                 comes,

         
                     there is

         
                         but one.

         
                     d.s.

         

      






      
      
      1

      
      When it snows on Christmas Eve in New York, there is a kind of raucous silence, like bright colours mixed with snow. Looking
         at Central Park from a window, you can see the snow fall steadily, shrouding all in white. Everything looks so still, so quiet
         … but down below, in the streets, there are the inevitable sounds of New York. Horns bleating, people shouting, the clatter
         of feet and traffic and excitement, only muffled, somewhat dimmed. And in the last-minute furore of Christmas Eve, there is
         something more, a kind of wonderful tension waiting to explode in laughter and gifts … people hurrying home, with packages
         stacked high in their arms, carolers singing, the innumerable Santa Clauses, tipsy and red-faced, celebrating their last night
         in the deadly cold, women holding tight to children’s hands, admonishing them to be careful not to fall, and then smiling,
         laughing. Everyone in a rush, in high spirits, in unison for this one night of the year … Merry Christmas! … doormen waving,
         happy with their Christmas tips. In a day, a week, the excitement will be forgotten, the gifts unwrapped, the liquor drunk,
         the money spent, but on Christmas Eve nothing is yet over, it has only just begun. For the children it is a culmination of
         months of waiting, for the adults the end of frenzied weeks, of parties, shopping, people, gifts … bright hopes as fresh as
         falling snow, and nostalgic smiles, remembering distant childhoods and long-forgotten loves. A time of memories, and hope,
         and love.
      

      
      As the snow fell steadily the traffic began to thin at last. It was bitter cold, and only a few hardy souls were walking in the snow as it crunched beneath their feet. What had turned to slush earlier that day had now turned to ice, which
         slid wickedly beneath the six inches of fresh snow. It was treacherous walking, and by eleven o’clock traffic had all but
         ground to a halt. For New York it was unusually silent. Only an occasional horn sounded in the distance, a random voice calling
         out for a cab.
      

      
      The sound of a dozen people leaving the party at 12 East Sixty-ninth Street rang out like bells in the night. They were laughing,
         singing, they had had a wonderful time. The champagne had been abundant, and there had been hot buttered rum and mulled wine,
         a huge Christmas tree and bowls of popcorn. Everyone had been given small gifts as they left, bottles of perfume, boxes of
         chocolates, a pretty scarf, a book. The host was a former book reviewer of The New York Times, his wife a celebrated author, their friends an interesting crew, from budding writers to concert pianists of repute, great
         beauties and great minds, all crushed into the huge living room in their town house, with a butler and two maids passing hors
         d’oeuvres and serving drinks. It had been planned as their annual Christmas cocktail party, and as always it would go on until
         three or four. The group that left just before midnight was small, and among them was a tiny blonde woman wearing a large
         mink hat and a long dark mink coat. Her whole body was enveloped in the rich chocolate fur, her face barely peeking above
         her collar in the wind as she waved for a last time at her friends and began to walk home. She didn’t want to share a taxi
         with them. She had seen enough people for one evening, she wanted to be alone. For her, Christmas Eve was always a difficult
         evening. For years she had stayed at home. But not tonight. Not this year. This time she had wanted to see friends, at least
         for a while. Everyone had been surprised and pleased to see her there.
      

      
      ‘Nice to see you, Daphne. You’re back. Working on a book?’

      
      
      ‘Just starting one.’ The big blue eyes were gentle and the delicate sweetness of her face belied her age.

      
      ‘What does that mean? You’ll finish it next week?’ She was notoriously prolific, but had been working on a movie for the past
         year.
      

      
      She smiled again, this time with more mirth. She was used to their teasing. A touch of envy … curiosity … respect. She was
         a woman who inspired all three. Daphne Fields was intensely private, hardworking, ambitious, determined, visible in literary
         circles, and yet even when she was present, she wasn’t always really there. She always seemed as though she was just one step
         back, just out of reach, and yet when she looked at you, you could feel her touch your very soul. She seemed to see everything,
         and yet at the same time, she didn’t seem to wish to be seen. She was different than she had been ten years before. At twenty-three
         she had been gregarious, funny, outrageous … protected, safe, happy. She was quieter now, the laughter of the past only showed
         now in glimpses in her eyes, its echo buried somewhere in her soul.
      

      
      ‘Daphne?’ She turned around quickly at the corner of Madison Avenue as she heard footsteps behind her, muffled by the snow.

      
      ‘Yes, Jack?’ It was Jack Hawkins, the editorial director of her current publishing house, Harbor and Jones, his face red from
         the cold, his eyes a brilliant blue and watering in the wind.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you want a ride?’

      
      She shook her head and smiled, and it struck him again how tiny she was, buried in the huge mink coat, her black suede gloved
         hands holding the collar close. ‘No, but thanks. I really want to walk. I live just down the street.’
      

      
      ‘It’s late.’ As always, when he saw her, he found himself wanting to take her in his arms. Not that he ever did. But he would
         have liked to. So would a lot of other men. At thirty-three she still looked twenty-five, and sometimes twelve … vulnerable,
         fresh, delicate … but there was something more. There was a loneliness in the woman’s eyes, which tore at your very soul, no matter how spectacular
         her smile, how warm her eyes. She was a woman alone. And she shouldn’t have been. If life were fair, she wouldn’t have been.
         But she was. ‘It’s midnight, Daff …’ He hesitated before rejoining the others walking slowly west.
      

      
      ‘It’s Christmas Eve, Jack. And it’s cold as hell.’ She grinned, her sense of humour leaping to her eyes. ‘I don’t think I’ll
         get raped tonight.’
      

      
      He smiled. ‘No, but you could slip and fall on the ice.’

      
      ‘Aha! And break my arm and not be able to write for months, is that it? Don’t worry. I don’t have another deadline till April.’

      
      ‘For chrissake, come on. You can come home with us for a drink.’

      
      She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek as she patted his shoulder with one hand. ‘Go on. I’m fine. But thanks.’ She waved
         him off then, and turned and walked quickly along the street, burying her chin in her coat, looking neither right nor left,
         not glancing at the shop windows, or the faces of the few people who walked past her. The wind felt wonderful on her face,
         and as she made her way home she felt better than she had all night. It had been an exhausting evening, it always was at parties
         like that, no matter how pleasant they were, how many people she knew, they were always the same. But she had wanted to be
         there tonight. She didn’t want to be alone in her apartment, she didn’t want to hold on to the memories this year … didn’t
         want to … couldn‘t stand it anymore … Even now, as her face tingled in the snow, the same memories came back to her, and she
         walked faster as though to outrun them, as though she ever could.
      

      
      Almost instinctively she ran to the corner, glanced to see if there was any traffic, saw none, and assumed that the light
         was green … as though if she ran fast enough, if she crossed the street, she could leave the memories behind. But she always took them everywhere with her … especially on Christmas Eve.
      

      
      Running faster across Madison Avenue, she almost lost her footing as she slipped and then regained her balance as her arms
         flailed wide. The corner met, she turned rapidly left, to cross the street, and this time she didn’t look up in time to see
         the car, a long red station wagon filled with people, hurtling through the last of their green light, her red. There was a
         shriek from the woman sitting beside the driver, a thump, another scream from within the car, and a strange sliding noise
         as the car ground across the ice and stopped at last. For an interminable instant, everything was silence. And then all the
         car doors opened at once, and half a dozen people rushed outside. There were no voices, no words, no more screams as the driver
         hurried towards her and then stopped, staring down at the woman lying like a small broken rag doll, cast facedown into the
         snow.
      

      
      ‘Oh, my God … oh, my God …’ He stood there helplessly for a moment, and then turned frantically towards the woman standing
         beside him, a look of terror mixed with fury, as though someone had to be blamed for this, anyone but him. ‘For chrissake,
         call the cops.’ He knelt beside her then, afraid to touch her, to move her, yet even more afraid that she was dead.
      

      
      ‘Is she … alive?’ Another man knelt in the snow beside the driver, bourbon still heavy on his breath.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ There were no plumes of icy vapour from her breathing, no movement, no sound, no life. And then suddenly the
         man who touched her began to cry softly. ‘I killed her, Harry … I killed her …’ He reached out towards his friend and the
         two men hugged in silent agony as they knelt there, as two cabs and an empty bus stopped and the drivers ran out.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’ Suddenly all was action, talking, explanations … she ran out in front of the car … never looked up … didn’t
         see her … icy … couldn’t stop …
      

      
      ‘Where the hell are the police when you need them?’ The driver cursed as the snow fell around him … thinking, for no reason he could understand, of the carol they had sung only an hour earlier … ‘Silent night, holy night’ … and now
         this woman lay in the snow in front of him, dead or dying, and there were no damn cops.
      

      
      ‘Lady? … Lady, can you hear me?’ The bus driver was kneeling beside her, his face next to hers, trying to feel her breath
         on his face. ‘She’s alive.’ He looked up at the others. ‘You got a blanket?’ No one moved. And then, almost angrily, ‘Give
         me your coat.’ For a moment the driver of the station wagon looked shocked. ‘For chrissake, man, the woman may be dying. Take
         your coat off.’ He hurriedly complied then, as did two others, and they buried Daphne beneath a multitude of coats. ‘Don’t
         try to move her.’ The old black bus driver looked as though he knew what he was doing as he tucked the heavy coats around
         her and gently cradled her face, to keep it from freezing in the snow. A moment later the flashing red light appeared. It
         was a city ambulance and they’d had a busy night so far. They always did on Christmas Eve. A police car was just behind them,
         its eerie whooping siren screeching hideously as it arrived.
      

      
      The ambulance attendants hurried at once to Daphne, the police moved more slowly as they took in the scene, and the driver
         of the station wagon hurried towards them, calmer now, but trembling horribly from the cold, as his coat lay on the street.
         The bus driver watched as the ambulance attendants gently rolled Daphne on to the gurney. There was no sound from her, no
         consciousness of pain. He saw now that her face was skinned and cut in several places, but there had been no bleeding as she
         lay facedown in the icy snow.
      

      
      The police took a report from the driver, and explained that he would have to take a sobriety test before he could be released.
         All the others clamoured that he was sober, that he had drunk less than anyone that evening, and that Daphne had run out in
         front of the car without even looking, and against the light.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, it’s routine.’ The policeman showed no particular sympathy for the driver, nor did he show any emotion as he glanced at Daphne’s face. Another woman, another victim,
         another case. He saw worse than that almost every evening. Muggings, beatings, murders, rapes. ‘She alive?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah.’ The ambulance driver nodded tersely. ‘Just.’ They had just slid an oxygen mask into place, and pulled open the mink
         coat to check her heartbeat ‘But we’re going to lose her if we don’t hurry.’
      

      
      ‘Where’s she going?’ The policeman was scribbling on his report, ‘white female of undetermined age … probably mid-thirties.’

      
      The ambulance driver called over his shoulder as they closed the door on Daphne. ‘We’re going to take her to Lenox Hill, it’s
         the closest. I don’t think she’d make it farther than that.’
      

      
      ‘Is she a Jane Doe?’ That would be another headache. They’d already sent off two unidentified murder victims to the morgue
         that night.
      

      
      ‘No. She had a purse.’

      
      ‘Okay, we’ll follow you. I can copy it down there.’

      
      There was a tense nod as the driver disappeared to get his charge to Lenox Hill, and the police officer turned back to the
         shivering driver as he struggled back into his coat. ‘Are you going to arrest me?’ He looked terrified now. His Christmas
         had turned instantly into a nightmare as he remembered the vision of Daphne lying facedown in the street.
      

      
      ‘Not unless you’re drunk. We can give you the sobriety test at the hospital. Have one of your friends drive and follow us
         there.’ The man nodded and slipped back into his car, nodding at one of his friends, who slipped rapidly behind the wheel.
         There was no talking now, no gaiety: only silence as they followed the double wail of sirens towards Lenox Hill.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      In the emergency room there was an aura of frantic activity everywhere, with armies of people dressed in white seeming to
         move with the precision of a fine ballet. A team of three nurses and a resident had instantly taken over as the ambulance
         attendants wheeled Daphne in, and another resident and an intern had been called meanwhile. The mink coat was thrown over
         a chair and they rapidly cut off her dress. It was a sapphire-blue velvet cocktail dress she had bought at Giorgio’s in Beverly
         Hills earlier that winter, but it meant nothing now as it lay in pieces around her on the emergency room floor.
      

      
      ‘Fractured pelvis … broken arm … lacerations on both legs …’ There was a deep gash on her thigh gushing blood now. ‘Just missed
         the femoral artery on this one …’ The resident worked quickly, taking stock, checking her pulse, watching her breathing. She
         was in shock by now, and her face looked as pale as the ice where she had lain. There was almost a strange otherworldliness
         about her now, a lack of individuality, as though she no longer had a face, a name. She was just another body. Just another
         case. But a serious one. And if they were going to save her, they all knew they were going to have to work fast and well.
         One shoulder had been dislocated, and the X rays would tell them if she also had a broken leg.
      

      
      ‘Head injury?’ The other resident was quick to ask as he started an IV.

      
      He nodded. ‘A bad one.’ The senior resident frowned as he flashed the beam of a narrow flashlight into her eyes. ‘Christ,
         she looks like someone dropped her off the top of the Empire State Building.’ Now that she was no longer lying on the ice, her whole face was awash with blood, and she
         would need stitches in at least half a dozen places on her face. ‘Call Garrison. We’re going to need him.’ The house plastic
         surgeon had his work cut out for him too.
      

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘Hit by a car.’

      
      ‘Hit and run?’

      
      ‘No. The guy stopped. The cops said he looks like he’s about to have a stroke.’

      
      The nurses watched in silence as the residents worked over Daphne, and then wheeled her slowly into the next room for X rays.
         She still hadn’t stirred.
      

      
      The X rays showed the broken arm and pelvis, the femur had a hairline crack, and the X rays of her skull showed that there
         was less damage than they had feared, but there was a severe concussion, and they were watching her for convulsions. Half
         an hour later they had her on an operating table, to set the bones, stitch up her face, and do whatever could be done to save
         her life. There was evidence of some internal bleeding, but considering her size and the force with which the station wagon
         had hit her, she was lucky to be alive. Very lucky. And her chart showed that she wasn’t out of danger yet. At four thirty
         in the morning she was taken from surgery to intensive care, and it was there that the night nurse in charge went over her
         chart in detail and then stood staring down at her quietly, with a look of amazement on her face.
      

      
      ‘What’s up, Watkins? You’ve seen cases like that before.’ The resident on the floor looked at her cynically, and she turned
         and whispered with annoyance in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Do you know who she is?’

      
      ‘Yeah. A woman who was hit by a car on Madison Avenue just before midnight … broken pelvis, hairline crack in her femur …’

      
      ‘You know something, Doctor? You aren’t going to be worth a damn in this business unless you learn to see more than just that.’ For seven months she had watched him exercise
         his craft with precision, and very little humanity. He had the techniques, but no heart.
      

      
      ‘All right.’ He looked tired as he said it. Getting along with the nurses wasn’t always his strong suit, but he had come to
         understand that it was essential. ‘So who is she?’
      

      
      ‘Daphne Fields.’ She said it almost with awe.

      
      ‘Terrific. But she still has all the same problems she had before I knew her name.’

      
      ‘Don’t you ever read?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Textbooks and medical journals.’ But with the rapid-fire smart-aleck answer, suddenly a light dawned. His mother read
         all of her books. For a moment the brash young doctor fell silent. ‘She’s well known, isn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘She’s probably the most famous female author in this country.’

      
      ‘It didn’t change her luck tonight.’ He suddenly looked sorry as he glanced down at the small still form beneath white sheets
         and the oxygen mask. ‘Hell of a way to spend Christmas.’ They looked at her together for a long moment and then walked slowly
         back to the nurse’s station, where monitors reported the vital signs of each patient in the brilliantly lit intensive care
         unit. There was no evidence of day or night there. Everything moved at the same steady pace twenty-four hours a day. At times
         there were patients who came near hysteria from the constant lights, and the hum of monitors and lifesaving equipment. It
         was not a peaceful place to be, but most of the patients in intensive care were too sick to notice, or care.
      

      
      ‘Has anyone looked at her papers, to see if there’s someone we should call?’ The nurse liked to think that for a woman of
         Daphne’s stature there would be a host of people anxious to be at her side, a husband, children, agent, publisher, important
         friends. Yet she also knew, from articles she had read in the past, how zealously Daphne guarded her privacy. Hardly anyone knew anything about her. ‘She didn’t have anything on her except a driver’s licence,
         some cash, some charge cards, and a lipstick.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take another look.’ She took out the large brown manila envelope that was going to go into their safe, and she felt
         both important and somewhat outrageous as she went through Daphne Fields’s things. She had read all of this woman’s books,
         she had fallen in love with the men and women born in Daphne’s mind, and for years she had felt as though Daphne herself were
         her friend. And now she was going through her handbag as though she did so every day. People waited in bookstores on autographing
         lines for two and three hours just to get a smile and a signature in a book, and here she was rifling through her purse like
         a common thief.
      

      
      ‘You’re impressed by her, aren’t you?’ The young resident looked intrigued.

      
      ‘She’s an amazing woman with an extraordinary mind.’ And then there was something more in her eyes. ‘She has given a lot of
         people a great deal of joy. There were times …’ She felt like a fool saying it, especially to him, but she had to. She owed
         it to this woman who was now so desperately in need of their care. ‘There were times when she changed my life … when she gave
         me hope … when she made me give a damn again.’
      

      
      As when Elizabeth Watkins had lost her husband in a plane crash and she had wanted to die herself. She had taken a leave from
         the hospital for a year, and she had sat home and mourned, drinking Bob’s pension. But something in Daphne’s books had turned
         things around for her again, as though she understood, as though Daphne herself had known that kind of pain. And she made
         Elizabeth want to hang in, to keep going, to fight back. She had come back to the hospital again, and in her heart she knew
         it was because of Daphne. But how could she explain that to him? ‘She’s a wise and wonderful lady. And if I can do anything
         for her now, I will.’
      

      
      
      ‘She can use it.’ And then he sighed and picked up another chart, but as he did so he made a mental note to himself to tell
         his mother the next time he saw her that he had treated Daphne Fields. He knew that, just like Elizabeth Watkins, his mother
         would be impressed.
      

      
      ‘Dr Jacobson?’ The nurse’s voice was soft as he prepared to leave.

      
      ‘Yeah?’

      
      ‘Will she make it?’

      
      He hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s too soon to tell. The internal injuries and the concussion
         are still giving us a run for our money. She got quite a blow on the head.’ And then he moved on. There were other patients
         who needed his attention. No just Daphne Fields. He wondered, as he stood waiting for the elevator, just what made up the
         mystique of someone like her. Was it that she wove a good tale or was it something more? What made people like Nurse Watkins
         feel as though they really knew her? Was it all illusion, hype? Whatever it was, he hoped they didn’t lose her. He didn’t
         like losing any patient, but if an important, newsworthy one died, it was worse. He had enough headaches without that.
      

      
      As the elevator door closed behind him Elizabeth Watkins looked down at Daphne’s papers again. It was strange, there was no
         indication of anyone to call in case of emergency. There was nothing in her handbag of any significance at all … Just then,
         tucked into a pocket, she found a photograph of a little boy. It was dog-eared and frayed but it looked fairly recent. He
         was a beautiful little blond child with big blue eyes and a healthy golden tan. He was sitting under a tree, grinning broadly
         and making a funny sign with his hands. But that was it, other than the driver’s licence and charge cards, there was nothing
         else except for a twenty-dollar bill. Her address was on Sixty-ninth Street, between Park and Lexington, a building that the
         nurse knew would be handsome and well guarded by a doorman, but who was waiting for her at home? It was strange to realise
         that despite her fascination with this woman’s books, she knew nothing about her at all. There wasn’t even a phone number for them
         to call. As Elizabeth mulled it over an irregularity turned up on one of the monitors, and she and one of the other nurses
         had to check on the man in 514. He had had cardiac arrest the previous morning, and when they reached him, they didn’t like
         the way he looked. They ended up having to spend over an hour with him. And it wasn’t until her shift ended at seven in the
         morning that she stopped to look in on Daphne again. The other nurses had been checking her every fifteen minutes, but there
         had been no change in the past two hours since she’d come up to the fifth floor.
      

      
      ‘How is she?’

      
      ‘No change.’

      
      ‘Are her vitals steady?’

      
      ‘No change since last night.’ Nurse Watkins glanced at the chart again and then found herself staring at Daphne’s face. In
         spite of the bandages and the pallor there was something haunting about that face. Something that made you want her to open
         her eyes and look at you so that you could understand more. Elizabeth Watkins stood over her quietly, barely touching her
         hand, and then slowly Daphne’s eyelids began to flutter, and the nurse could feel her heart begin to pound.
      

      
      Daphne’s eyes opened slowly as in a distant haze she seemed to look around. But she still looked very sleepy and it was obvious
         that she didn’t understand where she was.
      

      
      ‘Jeff?’ It was the merest whisper.

      
      ‘Everything’s all right, Mrs Fields.’ Nurse Watkins assumed Daphne Fields was a Mrs. Her voice was gentle and soothing, barely
         audible, as she spoke near Daphne’s ear. It was a practised voice of comfort. She could have said almost anything in that
         tone of voice, and it would have brought a sigh of relief, and the knowledge that one was safe with her.
      

      
      But Daphne looked frightened and troubled as her eyes struggled to focus on the nurse’s face. ‘My husband …’ She remembered the familiar wail of the sirens from the night
         before.
      

      
      ‘He’s fine, Mrs Fields. Everything’s fine.’

      
      ‘He went to find … the baby … I couldn’t … I don’t …’ She didn’t have the strength to go on then, as Elizabeth slowly stroked
         her hand.
      

      
      ‘You’re all right … you’re all right, Mrs Fields …’ But as she said it she was thinking of Daphne’s husband. He must have
         been frantic by then, wondering what had happened to Daphne. But why had she been alone at midnight on Madison Avenue, on
         Christmas Eve? She was desperately curious about this woman, about the people who populated her life. Were they like the people
         she wrote about in her books?
      

      
      Daphne fell back into her troubled, drugged sleep then, and Nurse Watkins went to sign out. But she couldn’t resist telling
         the nurse who took over the station. ‘Do you know who’s here?’
      

      
      ‘Let me guess. Santa Claus. Merry Christmas, by the way, Liz.’

      
      ‘Same to you.’ Elizabeth Watkins smiled tiredly. It had been a long night. ‘Daphne Fields.’ She knew that the other nurse
         had also read several of her books.
      

      
      ‘For real?’ Her colleague looked surprised. ‘How come?’

      
      ‘She was hit by a car last night.’

      
      ‘Oh, Christ.’ The morning nurse winced. ‘How bad?’

      
      ‘Take a look at the chart.’ There was a large red sticker on it, to indicate that she was still critical. ‘She came up from
         surgery around four-thirty. She didn’t come to until a few minutes ago. I told Jane to put it on the chart.’ The other nurse
         nodded and then looked at Liz.
      

      
      ‘What’s she like?’ And then she felt foolish as she asked it. In the condition Daphne was in, who could possibly tell? ‘Never
         mind.’ She smiled in embarrassment. ‘I’ve just always been intrigued by her.’
      

      
      
      Liz Watkins admitted her fascination openly. ‘So have I.’

      
      ‘Does she have a husband?’

      
      ‘Apparently. She asked for him as soon as she woke up.’

      
      ‘Is he here?’ Margaret McGowan, the nurse who had just taken over the station, looked intrigued.

      
      ‘Not yet. I don’t think anyone knew who to call. There was nothing in her papers. I’ll let them know downstairs. He must be
         worried sick.’
      

      
      ‘That’ll be a rotten shock for him on Christmas morning.’ Both women nodded soberly, and Liz Watkins signed out and left.
         But before leaving the hospital, she stopped at central registration and told them that Daphne Fields had a husband named
         Jeff.
      

      
      ‘That’s not going to help us much.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Their number’s not listed. At least there’s nothing under Daphne Fields. We checked last night.’

      
      ‘Try Jeff Fields.’ And out of simple curiosity, Liz Watkins decided to hang around for a few minutes to see what they came
         up with. The girl at the desk dialled information, but there was no listing for a Jeff Fields either. ‘Maybe Fields is a pen
         name.’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t do much for us.’

      
      ‘Now what?’

      
      ‘We wait. By now her family will be panicked most likely. Eventually they’ll call the police and the hospitals. They’ll find
         her. It’s not as though she’s just any Jane Doe. And we can call her publisher on Monday.’ The girl at central registration
         had recognised the name too. She looked at Liz curiously then. ‘What’s she look like?’
      

      
      ‘A patient who’s been hit by a car.’ For an instant Liz looked sad.

      
      ‘Is she going to make it?’

      
      Liz sighed. ‘I hope so.’

      
      ‘Me too. Christ, she’s the only writer I can ever read. I’ll stop reading if she doesn’t make it:’ The remark was meant to be amusing, but Liz was annoyed as she left central registration. It was as though the woman upstairs wasn’t really
         human, just a name on the front of a book.
      

      
      As she walked out into the snow in the winter sunshine, she found herself thinking about the woman behind the name. It was
         rare that she took patients horn with her. But this was Daphne Fields. The woman whom, for more than four years, she liked
         to think that she knew. And as she reached the Lexington Avenue subway at Seventy-seventh Street, she suddenly stopped and
         found herself looking downtown. The address on the charge cards was only eight blocks from where she stood. What was to stop
         her from going to Jeff Fields? He must have been half crazy by now, frantic about the whereabouts of his wife. It certainly
         wasn’t normal procedure, but after all, they were all human. And he had a right to know. If she could tell him now, and save
         him some of the frantic searching, what was so wrong with that?
      

      
      Almost as though her feet were moving without her telling them to, she walked along the salt spread out on the fresh snow,
         and turned right towards Park when reached Sixty-ninth Street. A minute later she stood outside the building. It looked exactly
         as she had suspected it would. It was a large, handsome stone building, with a dark green canopy, and a uniformed doorman
         standing just inside the door. He opened the door for her with a look of determined inquisition and his only word was ‘Yes?’
      

      
      ‘Mrs Fields’s apartment?’ It was extraordinary, she said to herself as she faced him. For four years she had read her books,
         and now she was standing in the lobby of her house, as though she knew her.
      

      
      ‘Miss Fields is not in.’ She noticed then that he had an English accent. It was like something out of a movie, or a dream.

      
      ‘I know. I’d like to speak to her husband.’ The doorman knitted his brows.

      
      ‘Miss Fields doesn’t have a husband.’ He spoke with the voice of authority and she wanted to ask him if he was sure. Maybe he was new, maybe he didn’t know Jeff. Or maybe Jeff
         was just her lover, but she had said ‘my husband.’ For an instant Liz felt confused.
      

      
      ‘Is there someone else at home then?’

      
      ‘No.’ He looked at her cautiously, and she decided to explain.

      
      ‘Miss Fields had an accident last night.’ With a burst of inspiration she flashed open her coat then, revealing the white
         uniform and stockings, and she indicated the starched cap she always carried in a plastic bag. ‘I’m a nurse at Lenox Hill
         Hospital and we couldn’t find a notation of next of kin. I thought that maybe …’
      

      
      ‘Is she all right?’ The doorman looked genuinely concerned.

      
      ‘We don’t know. She’s still on the critical list, and I thought that … Does she live with anyone at all?’ But he only shook
         his head.
      

      
      ‘No one. There’s a maid who comes in every day, but not on weekends. And her secretary, Barbara Jarvis, but she won’t be back
         till next week.’ Barbara had told him that with a smile when she gave him Daphne’s Christmas tip.
      

      
      ‘Do you know how I might reach her?’ He shook his head again with confusion, and then Liz remembered the photograph of the
         little boy. ‘What about her son?’
      

      
      The doorman looked at her strangely then, almost as though he thought she was slightly mad. ‘She has no children, miss.’ Something
         defiant and protective came into his eyes, and for a split second Liz wondered if he was lying. And then he looked into Liz’s
         eyes with an air of dignity and distance and said, ‘She’s a widow, you know.’ The words hit Liz Watkins almost like a physical
         blow, and a moment later, with nothing left to be said, she walked back out into the frigid Christmas morning and felt tears
         sting her eyes, not from the cold, but from her own sense of loss. It was as though she could feel her own husband’s death
         in her bones again, as she had with such intense pain for that whole first year after he had died in the crash. So she had known … they weren’t just stories she dreamed up in her head. She knew. She had been through it too. It made Liz Watkins
         feel closer to her again as she walked slowly back to the subway, at Sixty-eighth and Lexington Avenue. Daphne was a widow,
         and she lived alone. And she had no one, except a secretary and a maid. And Liz Watkins found herself thinking that it was
         a lonely existence for a woman who wrote books so filled with wisdom and compassion and love. Maybe Daphne Fields was as lonely
         as Liz was herself. It seemed yet another bond between them, as she walked down the stairs into the bowels of the subway beneath
         the streets of New York.
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      Daphne lay drifting in her own private haze as a bright light seemed to pierce through the fog from very far away. If she
         tried very hard to concentrate on it, it would come closer for a time, and then the fog would envelop her again, almost as
         though she were sailing away from shore towards a distant place, losing sight of the last, barely visible landmarks, the lighthouse
         blinking faintly at her in the distance. And yet there was something familiar about the light, the sounds, there was a smell
         she could almost remember as she lay there. She didn’t know where she was, and yet she sensed that she had been there before.
         There was something strangely familiar about it, and even in its distant, intangible familiarity, she knew that there was
         something terrifying about the sounds and smells. Something terribly, terribly wrong. And once, as she lay there, dreaming,
         she let out a small agonised sound as, in her mind, she saw a wall of impenetrable flames. But the nurse on duty came to her
         side quickly, and administered another shot. A moment later there were no memories, no flames, and there was no pain. She
         floated out again on a blanket of soft, fluffy clouds, the kind one sees looking out of the windows of aeroplanes, unreal,
         immaculate, enormous … the kind of clouds one wants to dance on and bounce on … she could hear herself laughing in the distance,
         and she turned in her dream to see Jeff standing beside her, as he had been so long ago …
      

      
      ‘I’ll race you to that dune in the distance, Daffodil.’ Daffodil … Daffy Duck … Daffy Queen … Funny Face … he had had a thousand
         nicknames for her, and there was always laughter in his eyes, laughter and something gentler still. Something that was there just for her. The race was as much a lark as all their other youthful endeavours.
         His endless, well-muscled legs racing her thin, graceful ones, and beside him she looked like a child, dancing in the wind,
         a summer flower on a hillside somewhere in France … her big blue eyes in her tanned face, and golden hair flying in the wind.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Jeffrey …’ She was laughing at him as she raced beside him in the sand. She was quick, but she was no match for
         him. And at twenty-two, she looked more like twelve.
      

      
      ‘Yes, you can … yes, you can!’ But before they reached the dune in the distance, he swept her off her feet and spun her into
         his arms, his mouth crushing hers with the familiar passion that left her breathless each time he touched her, just as though
         it were the first time, which had happened when she was nineteen. They had met at a Bar Association meeting, which she was
         covering for the Daily Spectator at Columbia. She was a journalism major, and with overwhelming seriousness and intense devotion, she was doing a series of
         articles on successful young attorneys. Jeff had spotted her instantly, and somehow managed to get away from his cronies and
         invite her out to lunch.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know … I ought to …’ Her hair had been wound into a tight figure-eight knot at the base of her neck, a pencil stuck
         into it, a notebook tightly clasped in her hand, and those huge blue eyes looking up into his with just a hint of laughter.
         She seemed to be teasing him without saying a word. ‘Shouldn’t you be working too?’
      

      
      ‘We’ll both work. You can interview me over lunch.’ Afterwards, months later, she had accused him of being conceited, but
         he wasn’t. He just desperately wanted to spend some time with her. And they had. They had bought a bottle of white wine and
         a handful of apples and oranges, a loaf of French bread and some cheese. They had gone deep into Central Park and rented a
         boat, and they had drifted on the lake, talking about his work and her studies, about trips to Europe, and childhood summers spent in southern California and Tennessee and Maine. Her mother
         had been from Tennessee, and there was something about her that suggested the delicate southern belle, until one listened
         to her, and realised how powerful and direct she was. It wasn’t the kind of style Jeff associated with a southern belle. Her
         father had been from Boston and had died when she was twelve. They had moved back to the South then, and Daphne had hated
         it, enduring it until she left and came to college in New York. ‘What does your mother think of that?’ He had been interested
         in everything about her. Whatever she told him, he wanted to know more.
      

      
      ‘She’s given up on me, I think.’ Daphne said it with a small smile of amusement, her eyes lighting up again in just the way
         that tore at something deep in Jeffrey’s soul. There was something so damn alluring about her, at the same time so sexy and
         so sweet, and then at the very same time so outrageous and gutsy. ‘She’s decided that in spite of her best efforts, I’m a
         damn Yankee after all. And not only that, I’ve done something unforgivable, I’ve got a brain.’
      

      
      ‘Your mother doesn’t approve of brains?’ Jeffrey was amused. He liked her. He liked her one hell of a lot in fact, he decided
         as he attempted not to stare at the slit in her pale blue linen skirt, and the shapely legs beneath.
      

      
      ‘My mother doesn’t approve of the overt use of brains. Southern women are very canny. Maybe wily is a better word. A lot of
         them are smart as hell, but they don’t like to show it. “They play.”’ She said it with a southern drawl worthy of Scarlett
         O’Hara, and they both laughed in the summer sun. It had been a beautiful July morning, and the sun was hot on their bare heads
         at noon. ‘My mother has a master’s in medieval history, but she’d never admit it. “She’s just a lazy southern belle, y’know
         …”’ The drawl was back again as she smiled at him with those cornflower-blue eyes. ‘I used to think I wanted to be a lawyer.
         What’s it like?’ She looked suddenly very young again as she asked, and with a sigh he leaned back comfortably in the little boat.
      

      
      ‘A lot of work. But I like it.’ His speciality was publishing and that intrigued her most of all. ‘You thinking about law
         school?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe.’ And then she shook her head. ‘No, not really. I did think about it. But I think maybe writing is more for me.’

      
      ‘What kind of writing?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Short stories, articles.’ She blushed faintly in the summer sun, and lowered her eyes. She was embarrassed
         to admit to him what she really wanted to do. It might never happen. It was only now and then that she thought it would. ‘I’d
         like to write a book one day. A novel.’
      

      
      ‘Then why don’t you?’

      
      She laughed out loud as he passed her another glass of wine. ‘Simple as that, eh?’

      
      ‘Why not? You can do anything you want to.’

      
      ‘I wish I were that sure. And what would I live on while I wrote my book?’ She had used the last of the money her father had
         left her to go to school, and with one more year to go, she was already worrying that the meagre funds might not hold out.
         Her mother couldn’t help her. She was working in a dress shop in Atlanta, an elegant one, but nonetheless there was barely
         enough for Camilla Beaumont to feed herself.
      

      
      ‘You could marry a rich man.’ Jeffrey was smiling at her, but Daphne didn’t look amused.

      
      ‘You sound like my mother.’

      
      ‘Is that what she’d like?’

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘And what do you have in mind when you finish school?’

      
      ‘A decent job, on a magazine, maybe a newspaper.’

      
      ‘In New York?’ She nodded, and he wasn’t sure why, but he felt suddenly relieved. And then he looked at her with interest,
         his head tilted to one side. ‘Aren’t you going home this summer, Daphne?’
      

      
      
      ‘No, I go to school in the summer too. That way I’ll finish early.’ There wasn’t enough money for her to take her time.

      
      ‘How old are you?’ It was more like he was interviewing her than she him. She hadn’t asked him a single question about the
         Bar Association meeting or his work as an attorney, they had only talked of themselves since they had shoved off from the
         dock in the little rented boat.
      

      
      ‘I’m nineteen.’ She said it with a sudden spark of defiance, as though she were used to being told that she was too young.
         ‘And in September I’ll be twenty and a senior.’
      

      
      ‘I’m impressed.’ His eyes were gentle as he smiled, and she blushed. ‘I mean it. Columbia’s a tough school, you must have
         worked damn hard.’ She could tell by his tone of voice that he meant it and suddenly she was pleased. She liked him. Almost
         too much. Or maybe it was just the sunshine and the wine, but she knew as she looked at him that it was more than that. It
         was the curve of his mouth, the gentleness in his eyes, the graceful strength of his hands as he pulled lazily at the oars
         from time to time … and the way he watched her, with intelligence and interest … the sensitivity of the things he said.
      

      
      ‘Thank you …’ Her voice drifted off and sounded very soft.

      
      ‘What’s the rest of your life like?’

      
      She looked confused at the question. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘What do you do with your spare time? I mean other than pretend to interview slightly drunk attorneys in Central Park.’

      
      She laughed at him then and the sound echoed as they passed beneath a little bridge. ‘Are you drunk? It must be the sun as
         much as the wine.’
      

      
      ‘No.’ He shook his head slowly as they came out into the light again. ‘I think it’s you.’ He leaned over then and kissed her,
         and they had both played hooky for the rest of the afternoon. ‘They’ll never know the difference,’ he assured her as they wandered south towards the zoo. They laughed
         at the hippopotamus, threw peanuts to the elephant, and ran all the way through the monkey house holding their noses and laughing.
         He wanted to put her on the pony ride as though she were a little girl, and laughing at him again, she refused. Instead they
         took a hansom cab ride through the park, and at last they strolled up Fifth Avenue beneath the trees, until they reached Ninety-fourth
         Street where she lived.
      

      
      ‘Do you want to come up for a minute?’ She smiled innocently at him, holding the red balloon he had bought her at the zoo.

      
      ‘I’d love to. But would your mother approve?’ He was twenty-seven years old, and in the three years since he had graduated
         from Harvard Law he hadn’t once thought of anyone’s mother or whether or not they would approve. It was a good thing too,
         since no one’s mother would. He had been on an orgy of dating and free sex since he had left school.
      

      
      Daphne laughed at him as she stood on tiptoe and put her hands on his shoulders. ‘No, Mr Jeffrey Fields, my mother would not
         approve.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ He pretended to look hurt as a couple returning from work looked at them and smiled. They looked young and beautiful
         and perfectly matched, his hair a deeper gold than hers, his eyes a dazzling grey-green, his features as handsomely sculpted
         as her own, and his youthful strength in sharp contrast to her delicate size as he circled her with his arms. ‘Because I’m
         a Yankee?’
      

      
      ‘No …’ She tilted her head to one side and he felt his insides melt as his hands touched the tiny waist. ‘Because you’re too
         old, and too good-looking …’ She grinned and gently pulled free from his grasp. ‘And because you’ve probably kissed half the
         girls in town’ – she laughed again – ‘including me.’
      

      
      ‘You’re right. My mother would be shocked too.’

      
      ‘Well, then come on upstairs for a cup of tea, and I won’t tell your mother, if you don’t tell mine.’ Her roommate was gone for the summer, and the apartment was tiny and respectable,
         shabby but not ugly. She made him iced tea, which she served with mint and wonderful delicate lemon cookies. He sat beside
         her on the couch, and it was suddenly eight o’clock at night and he wasn’t tired or bored. He couldn’t take his eyes off her,
         and he knew that he had finally met the woman of his dreams.
      

      
      ‘How about dinner?’

      
      ‘Aren’t you tired of me yet?’ Her feet were curled up under her and the hours had flown like minutes. The sun had just set
         over Central Park, and they had been together since before noon.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of you, Daff. Will you marry me?’

      
      She laughed at the question, watching his face, and she noticed something strangely serious in his eyes. ‘In addition to dinner
         or instead of?’
      

      
      ‘I’m serious, you know.’

      
      ‘You’re crazy.’

      
      ‘No’ – he looked at her matter-of-factly – ‘actually, I’m smart as hell. I graduated in the top five of my class, I have a
         damn good job, and one day I’m going to be a powerful and successful lawyer. You’re going to write best-selling books, and’
         – he narrowed his eyes as though considering the matter further – ‘we’ll probably have three children. We should have two,
         but you’re so damn young we’ll probably sneak in a third before you’re thirty. What do you say?’
      

      
      She couldn’t stop laughing now. ‘I still say you’re crazy.’

      
      ‘All right, I concede. We’ll make it two children. And a dog. A golden lab.’ She laughed and shook her head. ‘All right. A
         French poodle … a Chihuahua?’
      

      
      ‘Will you stop?’

      
      ‘Why?’ He looked suddenly like a little boy, and she felt the same leap in her heart she had felt all afternoon at his side.
         ‘Don’t you like me?’
      

      
      
      ‘I think you’re terrific. And definitely crazy. Is this the line you use on everyone, or only innocent students like me?’

      
      He looked totally serious and perfectly calm. ‘I haven’t proposed to anyone before, Daphne. Ever.’ He leaned back against
         the couch. ‘When are we going to get married?’
      

      
      ‘When I’m thirty.’ She crossed her arms and looked at him with amusement as they sat looking at each other from opposite ends
         of the couch, but he solemnly shook his head.
      

      
      ‘When you’re thirty, I’ll be thirty-eight. I’ll be too old.’

      
      ‘And I’m too young. Call me in ten years.’ She looked suddenly womanly and sure of herself and very, very strong and he loved
         it, as he moved slowly towards her on the couch.
      

      
      ‘If I walked out of here right now, I would call you in ten minutes. If I could bring myself to wait that long. Now, will
         you marry me?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ But her insides turned to mush as he approached.

      
      ‘I love you, Daff. Even if you do think I’m crazy. But I’m not. And whether you believe me right now, or not, we’re going
         to get married.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t have a penny to my name.’ She felt a need to tell him that, almost as if what he was saying was serious, as though
         he really meant it. But the craziest thing of all was that she knew he did.
      

      
      ‘I don’t have a dime either, Daff. But we will one day. Both of us. And in the meantime we can live on those fabulous cookies
         and iced tea.’
      

      
      ‘Are you serious, Jeff?’ She suddenly looked at him with something very fragile in her eyes. Suddenly she had to know. Maybe
         he was only playing with her. And she hoped not.
      

      
      But his voice was hoarse and powerful and kind as he touched her cheek with one hand and reached out for her hand with the
         other. ‘Yes, I am. I know right at this moment that whatever happens between us, it’ll be all right, Daff. I feel that. I could marry you tonight, and I know it would
         be right for us for the rest of our lives. Something like this only happens once in a lifetime. And I’m not going to let it
         go. If you fight me, I’ll pursue you until you listen to me. Because I’m right and I know it.’ And after a silent moment between
         them, ‘And I think you know it too.’
      

      
      Her gaze bored into his then, and he could see that there were tears hovering on her lashes. ‘I have to think about this …
         I’m not sure I understand what happened.’
      

      
      ‘I do. We fell in love. Simple as that. We could have waited another five years to find each other, or ten, but we didn’t.
         I found you today, at that goddamn boring meeting, and sooner or later you’re going to be my wife.’ He kissed her gently then,
         and stood up, still holding tightly to her hand. ‘And now I’m going to say good night, before I do something truly crazy,
         like attack you.’ She laughed at him then, and felt perfectly safe. There were others she would never have let into her apartment,
         but instinctively with Jeff she had known that she was safe. It was one of the things she instantly loved about him. She felt
         safe and happy and protected. She felt it just wandering at his side as they walked from the boat pond to the zoo. It was
         an essence of power he exuded, and quiet strength, at the same time mixed with something gentle. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be at school.’

      
      ‘What time do you leave in the morning?’

      
      ‘Eight o’clock.’

      
      ‘Then I’ll call you before that. Can you meet me for lunch?’ She nodded, feeling suddenly awed and a little dazed.

      
      ‘Is this for real?’

      
      ‘Very much so.’ He kissed her in the doorway and she felt stirrings she had never felt before, and that night as she lay in
         bed thinking of him, trying to sort out her thoughts, she felt a longing she had never known.
      

      
      
      But he had meant everything he said to her on that first evening. He called her the next morning at seven o’clock, and he
         appeared outside the school of journalism on schedule at noon. His jacket was slung over his shoulder, his tie was in his
         pocket, and his golden hair shone in the sun as she came hesitantly down the steps, feeling shy for the first time. This was
         different from the day before. There wasn’t the hubbub of the Bar Association meeting around them, there was no wine, no boat,
         no sunset peeking through her windows. There was only this extraordinary golden man standing in the noonday sun, smiling proudly
         down at her as though he owned her. And in her heart she knew he did, and always would.
      

      
      They hailed a cab and went to the Metropolitan Museum for lunch, and sat by the pool as they toyed with their food, and by
         the time he took her back to school, she felt entirely comfortable with him again. He had a remarkable way about him, and
         once again she felt the same strength and safety she had felt at his side the day before.
      

      
      She made dinner for him at her apartment that night, and once again he left early. And that weekend he had taken her to Connecticut
         to visit friends, play tennis, and sail, and they had come home golden brown from the sun, and this time he took her to his
         place in the East Fifties and he made dinner. It was there that he finally took her in his arms and slid his hands carefully
         over her silky golden flesh and made her absolutely ache for him. She spent the night wrapped in his arms, and it was only
         the next morning that he made love to her, with all the tenderness and caution and solemnly bridled passion of a man very
         much in love with a virgin. He made it beautiful for her, and that night they made love in her apartment, and this time it
         was she who took the lead and surprised not him, but herself, with the force of her desire and passion.
      

      
      They had spent the rest of the summer in and out of bed, working their schedules around those of their roommates, hers having returned in late August, until finally Jeff could stand it no longer and during the Easter vacation
         of her senior year, he flew to Tennessee with her, and they got married. It was a quiet ceremony attended by her mother and
         a dozen friends. She wore a long white organdy dress and a big hat, and carried a big bunch of wild flowers and daisies, and
         her mother cried, as much from relief as from the delight of seeing her daughter married.
      

      
      Camilla was dying from leukaemia, but she had not told Daphne yet. Before they flew north again, she told Jeffrey. He promised
         her that he would take good care of Daphne forever and always. Three months later she was dead and Daphne was pregnant with
         their first child. Jeff flew to Atlanta with her for the funeral, and he handled everything and held her as she cried. She
         had no one left now except Jeffrey and the baby that was due in March.
      

      
      Through the summer he watched her grieve for her mother as they furnished their new apartment with the few treasures they
         had shipped up from Atlanta. She had graduated from Columbia in June, and in September she got her first job, working at Collins Magazine, a highly respectable women’s magazine. Jeffrey didn’t think it made much sense to go to work since she was pregnant, but
         at last he agreed, and he had to admit that it did her a great deal of good. She took a leave of absence from the magazine
         after Christmas, and settled in for the remaining two months to wait for the baby. She was more excited every day, and finally
         he saw the grief of the previous summer leave her eyes. She insisted that if it was a boy she wanted to call him Jeffrey,
         but he wanted a little girl that looked like her. And late at night in their bed, he would touch her belly and feel the baby
         kick, with love and wonder in his eyes.
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ He worried about her a great deal, but at twenty-one she was the picture of health, and she laughed at
         his concern.
      

      
      ‘No. It feels funny sometimes, but it doesn’t hurt.’ She looked at him happily as she lay on her side, and he felt almost guilty as he reached out to touch her breasts. He always
         wanted her, even now, and they made love almost every night. ‘Don’t you mind, Jeff?’
      

      
      ‘No. Of course not. You’re beautiful, Daff. Even more beautiful than you were before.’ There was something so soft and luminous
         about her face as her golden hair fell around her shoulders like a shaft of wheat, and her eyes lit up with a kind of inner
         light he’d read about and never seen. She seemed filled with promise and a kind of magical joy.
      

      
      She called him at the office after the first few pains, and she sounded exuberant and almost high, and he rushed home to be
         with her, forgetting the client in his office, his coat behind the door, and carrying with him a law book he had had in his
         hand when she called, feeling more than a little frantic and more afraid than he would admit. But when he saw her waiting
         for him, sitting quietly in a chair, he knew that everything would be all right, as he had always known, and he caught her
         excitement and poured them each a glass of champagne.
      

      
      ‘To our daughter.’

      
      ‘To your son!’ Her eyes teased and laughed and then became suddenly glazed with the pain. He flinched for her for a moment,
         reaching quickly for her hand, forgetting the champagne, and then remembering all that they’d learned in the class they’d
         taken for two months, helping her through each pain, timing them with the stopwatch he’d bought, until four o’clock when he
         sensed before she did that it was time to go. The doctor met them at the hospital, and Daphne smiled, looking almost regal,
         her head held high, so excited and so proud, and then just as quickly vulnerable as she leaned against him, panting softly
         as he coached, but her eyes still dancing at what they shared, almost impervious to the increasing pain.
      

      
      ‘You’re incredible, darling. And oh, God, how I love you.’ He had helped her to the labour room, stood by and held her hand and breathed, donned a mask and gown and sped into the delivery room with her at nine o’clock that night,
         and at ten nineteen, with Daphne pushing with all her might, and tears streaming from Jeffrey’s eyes as he looked on with
         astonishment and awe, their baby girl was born. Aimee Camilla Fields poked her head into the world with a giant howl as her
         mother gave a shout of victory and glee. The doctor held her aloft and she was quickly put into Daphne’s arms as Jeffrey looked
         down at both of them, laughing and crying, stroking Daphne’s damp hair with one hand and holding the baby’s tiny fingers with
         another.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t she beautiful, Jeff?’ Daphne was crying now, and smiling at the same time, looking up at him with all she felt as he
         bent to kiss her gently on the lips.
      

      
      ‘You’ve never looked more beautiful to me, Daff.’

      
      ‘I love you.’ The nurses had stepped back, feeling, as they always did, never quite hardened to the miracles they saw each
         day, and the threesome stayed alone for as long as they could. And at last Daphne was brought back to her room, and when she
         slept, Jeffrey went home at midnight, to lie awake in their bed, thinking of their little girl, and his wife, and all that
         he had shared with her in two years.
      

      
      The next three years had flown past. Daphne had gone back to work at Collins when Aimee was a year old. She had stretched her leave as long as she could, and she hated to go, but as much as she loved
         Aimee, she wanted to work, too. She knew that she needed that for herself, to remain who she was, and Jeff knew that it was
         important to her to be not only mother and wife, but someone unto herself. He always understood. They had a sitter every day,
         a grandmotherly woman Daphne had found after the baby was born, and Jeff helped her take care of the baby at night, and on
         weekends they went to the park, or drove out into the country to see friends. There was a magical quality to their life, which
         touched everyone they knew.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you two ever fight?’ one of Jeff’s friends from work teased them when they came to Connecticut one weekend. He liked them both, and envied Jeff more than he would admit.
      

      
      ‘Sure we fight. At least twice a week. We make appointments to fight. I kick her around a little bit, she calls me names,
         the neighbours call the cops, and after they leave, we watch TV.’ Daphne grinned at him over Aimee’s head and blew him a kiss.
         He was as he always had been, funny and loving and solid and everything she wanted in a man. He had remained, for her, a dream
         come true.
      

      
      ‘You two make me sick.’ Their friend’s wife had groaned as she watched them. ‘How can married people be so happy? Don’t you
         two have any sense?’
      

      
      ‘Not a bit,’ Jeff had answered with an arm around Daphne’s shoulders as Aimee leaped off her lap and ran off to chase the
         cat she had just seen. ‘I guess we’re just too dumb to know any better.’ But that was the nice thing about them, they were
         so damn bright, so good to be with, and so much fun. ‘The Perfect Couple,’ their friends dubbed them, and sometimes it made
         Daphne nervous, for fear that it was too good to last just the way it was, but after five years things between them had only
         got better. They had grown into a single mould, and other than his passion for watching gory rugby matches in Central Park
         on Sunday afternoons, there was absolutely nothing that Daphne would have changed. It was simply a question of two people
         who had found precisely what suited them best, and had had the wisdom to treat it well. And the only problem that they faced
         was an occasional lack of funds, which never seemed to trouble either Daphne or Jeff. At thirty-two Jeffrey was making a decent
         salary as a lawyer. It was enough, and her money from Collins paid for the extras. They were thinking of a second child, and when Aimee was three and a half, they decided to try again,
         but so far nothing had happened.
      

      
      ‘It’s fun trying though, isn’t it, kid?’ He teased her on a Sunday morning that was Christmas Day. ‘Want to try again?’
      

      
      ‘After last night? I’m not sure I’ve got the strength.’ After getting the tree and the presents ready for Aimee, they had
         made love until 3 a.m. She had grinned at him and he swatted her behind. Their sex life was even better than it had been five
         years before. She grew prettier as she grew older, and at twenty-four she had a more womanly air as she strode across the
         room and stroked a single finger across his naked belly, circling slowly around the places that pleased him the most.
      

      
      ‘If you do that, you’re gonna get raped!’ But Aimee had burst into the room, her arms filled with new toys, and he had quickly
         wrapped himself in a towel while Daphne went to help her dress the new doll Santa Claus had brought.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sweetheart.’

      
      ‘Kids!’ He rolled his eyes and went off to take a shower. It was a lazy, easy day, the three of them ate turkey and cranberry
         jelly and dressing till they could barely move, and when at last Aimee went to bed that night, they sat in front of the fireplace
         in their living room, reading the last of the Sunday Times, drinking mugs of hot chocolate, and looking at the tree. It had been a perfect Christmas on a relaxed Sunday afternoon and
         evening as Daphne stretched out on the couch and put her head in Jeffrey’s lap.
      

      
      ‘What’s a mountain range in Peru?’

      
      ‘I give up. What is it?’ He had no knack whatsoever for the crossword puzzle she tackled every Sunday, even during the festivities
         of Christmas. ‘How the hell do you do that damn thing, Daff? Christ, I went to Harvard Law School, did okay, and I still can’t
         get three words right.’ She finished the whole thing every week by Tuesday, and wouldn’t give up until she did. He was no
         help at all and yet she always asked him. ‘And don’t ask me who Beethoven’s sister was or I’ll throw my hot chocolate at you.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s it!’ She grinned evilly and sat up. ‘Violence! That’s the one I couldn’t get on twenty-six across.’

      
      ‘You drive me nuts. Come on’ – he stood up and held out a hand – let’s go to bed.’

      
      ‘Let’s wait until the fire goes out.’ Their bedroom and Aimee’s was upstairs in the little duplex they had acquired the summer
         before with his last raise, and Daphne loved the fireplace but she always worried, especially now, so near to the Christmas
         tree.
      

      
      ‘Turn your worry button off, it’s almost out now.’

      
      ‘Then let’s wait.’

      
      ‘Let’s not.’ He pinched her behind. ‘I’m so horny I can hardly see straight. I think you put an aphrodisiac in my hot chocolate.’

      
      ‘Bullshit.’ She grinned at him and stood up. ‘You’ve been a sex maniac ever since I met you. You don’t need an aphrodisiac,
         Jeffrey Fields. You need saltpetre in your food just to keep you normal.’ He laughed and chased her up the stairs to their
         bedroom, where he threw her gently into bed and began to caress her beneath her sweater and she wondered, as she had for the
         past two months, if she would get pregnant this time. ‘Why do you think it’s taking so long this time?’ She looked only faintly
         worried. With Aimee she had got pregnant almost on the first try, but this time it hadn’t taken yet. Jeffrey only shrugged
         and smiled.
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’m over the hill … hell, maybe you ought to get a new model.’

      
      Her eyes were serious as she looked at him across the bed as they undressed. ‘I’d never find anyone like you, Jeff. I don’t
         give a damn if we never have another baby. Do you know how much I love you?’
      

      
      ‘How much?’ His voice was deep and husky as he reached for her across their bed and pulled her slowly towards him.

      
      ‘More than you’ll ever know, my love.’ Her words were swallowed by his lips as they kissed and held, and began to make love
         beneath the comforter she had bought for their big brass bed. The bed was a kind of joke between them. The springs squeaked, and the bed creaked outrageously when they made love, but it was an antique they had bought
         at an auction and they loved it. They had bought a smaller one for Aimee, and Daphne had discovered a beautiful child’s quilt
         her grandmother had made among her mother’s things.
      

      
      ‘Think I should check on Aimee?’ She always did before they went to bed, but tonight she felt sensual and lazy as she lay
         sated in her husband’s arms, and he felt the same, and for a prescient instant she wondered if there would be life in her
         womb again. Their lovemaking had had an ardour and a depth and seriousness to it that somehow seemed as though it ought to
         result in their longed-for second child. She was thinking of the baby they wanted, and not the one they had, as she lay sleepily
         in Jeffrey’s arms.
      

      
      ‘She’s all right, Daph.’ He always teased her because she stood so solemnly beside Aimee’s bed every evening, staring down
         at the golden-haired little girl who looked so much like her. And if she slept too soundly, Daphne would put a finger just
         beneath her nose to make sure that she was breathing. ‘Just stay put tonight. She’s fine.’ Daphne smiled drowsily then, and
         a moment later was sound asleep curled up within Jeffrey’s comfortable clasp. She lay there like that asleep for hours, until
         she stirred slowly in a distant dream. They were standing beside a waterfall, all three of them, she, Jeffrey, and Aimee,
         and the sound of the cascading water was so loud that it disturbed her sleep, but there was something more, too, a smell in
         the woods that somehow she couldn’t escape from, and at last she stirred beside Jeffrey, coughing, opened her eyes to flee
         the dream, and looked through their bedroom doorway to discover that the sound of water that had roused her was the roar of
         fire, and that beyond their bedroom was a wall of flame.
      

      
      ‘Jeff! … My God, Jeff!’ She jumped from the bed feeling dazed and dizzy and he stirred slowly as she shook him and began to
         scream. ‘Jeff! Aimee!’ He was awake then and saw instantly what was happening as he struggled from their bed, heading naked towards their bedroom doorway.
         Daphne was right behind him, her eyes wide with terror as he was forced back by the flames. ‘Oh, God, Jeff, the baby!’ There
         were tears streaming from her eyes from the pungent smoke and raw fear, but he turned to her swiftly and grabbed her shoulders
         tightly in his hands, shouting above the roar of the fire.
      

      
      ‘Stop it, Daff! The fire’s in the hall. We’re safe, so is she. I’m going to get her now and she’s going to be fine. I want
         you to put the blanket around you and crawl as fast as you can down the stairs to the doorway. I’m going to grab Aimee out
         of bed and I’ll be right behind you. There’s nothing to be afraid of! Do you understand me?’ He was wrapping her in the blanket
         as he spoke, his movements quick and agile as he shoved her down towards the floor in the doorway of their bedroom and spoke
         clearly into her ear. ‘I love you, Daff. It’ll be fine’ He spoke with absolute conviction and then dashed the few feet towards
         Aimee’s bedroom as Daphne headed down the stairs, trying not to panic, knowing that Jeff would keep Aimee safe, he always
         took care of them … always … always … she said it over and over to herself as she crawled down the stairs, trying to glance
         behind her, but the smoke seemed to have grown more dense and she could barely breathe, she felt as though she were swimming
         in the acrid smoke, and she couldn’t see, and suddenly there was the sound of an explosion behind her, but as she heard it,
         it seemed to come from a great distance, and she was back in the dream she had had, standing beside the waterfall with Aimee
         and Jeff, and suddenly she wondered if the fire had only been a dream too. She felt comforted as she realised that it was
         … just a dream … just a dream … as she drifted off to sleep and felt Jeff at her side … she heard voices then in the dream
         as she slept on and after she heard a strange and eerie wail … that familiar sound again … that sound … and the lights coming
         at her through the fog … Mrs Fields, the voices said, Mrs Fields … and then the lights had been too bright, and she was in an unfamiliar, frightening place,
         and she had felt terror course through her like hot blood, unable to remember how she had gotten there or why, and she had
         looked everywhere for Jeff … trapped between reality and dreams … there had been bandages on her hands and legs, and a thick
         coating of ointment on her face, and a doctor had looked down at her with despair as she cried … ‘no, NO! Not my baby! … not
         Jeff!!! NOOO …’
      

      
      Daphne Fields called out in the night in an anguished broken voice, remembering when she had seen those bright lights before
         … after the fire … It was Christmas morning when she woke, and the day nurse in intensive care came running to see her, lying
         there, shaking, her eyes wild, her face frozen with remembered pain. She had waked then as she did now, feeling the same shaft
         of agony slice through her like a guillotine, just as it had then, nine years before, the night Jeff and Aimee died in the
         fire.
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