
      
         [image: Cover Image]


   

      

Louise Candlish studied English at University College London, and worked as an editor and copywriter before writing fiction.
         She is the author of seven previous novels, including the bestsellers Since I Don’t Have You, The Second Husband and Before We Say Goodbye, and, most recently, Other People’s Secrets. All are published by Sphere. She lives in London with her partner and daughter.

      Visit her website at www.louisecandlish.co.uk

      You can also find Louise on Facebook or follow her tweets at www.twitter.com/louise_candlish

  



      Praise for books by Louise Candlish

      ‘It shouldn’t take long before Louise Candlish’s page-turning,
thought-provoking reads make her a household name’
Glamour

      ‘Candlish is not afraid to tackle darker issues … moving and
thought-provoking’ Daily Mail

      ‘Superbly crafted … ripe for Hollywood’ Elle

  



      Also by Louise Candlish

      I’ll Be There For You

      The Double Life of Anna Day

      Since I Don’t Have You

      The Second Husband

      Before We Say Goodbye

      Other People’s Secrets

  




Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-74811-907-3

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.

Copyright © 2012 Louise Candlish

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk





      For Chuck Wills, RIP, and Heather McCarry






      Acknowledgements

      Thank you to Emma Beswetherick, Dan Mallory, David Shelley, Lucy Icke, Charlie King, Emma Graves, and the rest of the brilliant
         team at Little, Brown who have brought this book to life. Also to Jo Dickinson for her earlier, invaluable part in its shaping
         and to Emma Stonex for a super-sharp edit.
     

      Many thanks to Claire Paterson at Janklow & Nesbit; also to Rebecca Folland, Tim Glister, Kirsty Gordon and Jessie Botterill
         in the London office.
     

      Thank you to Julia Harris-Voss for patient help with French and for her library of Paris books. Two I recommend are Paris, Paris: Journey into the City of Light by David Downie and Chic Shopping Paris by Rebecca Magniant and Alison Harris.
     

      The photograph Alexa gives James in the story is inspired by Robert Doisneau’s ‘Swimmers on the pont d’Iéna during the Occupation’,
         c.1944, featured in Paris Pictured by Julian Stallabrass.
     

      The line of poetry mentioned by Joanna is from ‘When You Are Old’ by William Butler Yeats.

      Finally, my heartfelt gratitude to Nips, Greta, Jane, Michael, John, Heather, June, Joanna, Karen, Lucy, Monique, Jo, Bernie,
         Sara-Jade, Kate, Mandy, Nigel, Sharon, Gerry, Elissa, Pat, Mark, Mats ’n’ Jo, Julia (again) and all other friends and family
         who may have suffered earache during the production of this book. I know I’ve gone on a bit.
     






      Part One

      
      ‘Il y a une personne à l’eau en Seine’

      
      
  



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Paris

      
      There was nothing about the riverboat itself that foretold of a terrible accident.

      
      Quite different from the Seine’s famous bateaux mouches, the ones you saw with tourists and schoolchildren straining over the rails to call to pedestrians on the bank below, it
         was small and quaint, with wooden decks, a shaded roof and open sides. On the lower deck there were steamer chairs for sunbathers
         and a little bar that served wine in proper glasses and coffee in old-fashioned china cups. Staff, who wore spotless naval
         white, were delightfully quick to smile at the passengers.
     

      
      Very nice, Joanna Walsh thought. Just how I remember Paris.

      
      ‘Comfortable?’ she asked her daughter, turning optimistically towards her. But Holly just murmured something unintelligible
         and gazed blindly at the water.
     

      
      Please enjoy this, Joanna pleaded silently; for Mikey’s sake, if not your own.

      
      This was, however, a moot point since the boy was asleep in his pushchair, which was wedged fast against the rails. They’d
         boarded late and got two of the last seats on the upper deck, commandeering just enough legroom to avoid having to extract
         Mikey from the buggy and fold it away. Once he lost consciousness, Holly liked him to stay that way for as long as possible.
         If it was down to Joanna, she’d have woken him, for he had not been on a boat before and would surely enjoy the sensation
         of sailing, all children did: that lovely slippery illusion that it was the buildings that were in motion and not you, making
         you want to reach out and hold them still.
     

      
      ‘Really packed, isn’t it?’ Holly said, starting, almost as if she’d forgotten where she was.

      
      ‘You’d expect that,’ Joanna said. ‘It’s Paris in June, the honeymoon season. Everyone wants to take a river trip, don’t they?
         It’s the romantic thing to do.’
     

      
      But Holly had used up her words and the only reply Joanna got to this was a sniff, followed by a blink, followed by a yawn.
         She was used to the rhythm by now – sniff blink yawn, sniff blink yawn. There was nothing sullen about it, nothing disrespectful,
         but it served its purpose in repelling further attempts at conversation.
     

      
      No matter: with piano jazz dripping gently from its public address system, the boat was setting off from its pier at Pont
         d’Iéna, and Joanna wanted to concentrate. Soon, the music gave way to the tour commentary. They were about to share all the
         treasures of historic Paris, it said (in English, thankfully), treasures she had last shared with her sister and parents over
         twenty years ago. One of the first, a bridge with golden statues standing ablaze in the sun, made many of the tourists gasp
         and raise their cameras to their faces; some even sprang to their feet. Joanna had decided not to take any pictures herself
         but to buy the souvenir brochure at the end: that way she’d miss nothing and the photos would be ten times better. She didn’t
         want to spend this whole trip working out the best angles by which to remember it later.
     

      
      The curve towards the Pont des Invalides was gentle, the pace of the engines brisk, and she felt her excitement grow. ‘Look,’
         she said, half to herself, ‘that must be the Tuileries up ahead. We’re almost at the Louvre already.’ They’d been to the gallery
         yesterday and the memory gave her a disquieting feeling, made her listen more closely on the words of the commentary: Louis
         XVI … the storming of the Bastille … the guillotine’s merciless blade … the Seine running red with blood. This last prompted
         Joanna – and several others – to peer down at the water in fear of some sinister transformation, but from the upper deck, even on a hot, thin day like today, the river was green-black, sucking
         the sunlight as if into the kind of depths found far out to sea. Were they travelling upstream or down? She had no idea, but
         you could see the infamous currents tussling below the surface, fast and evasive as eels. In a way, it was sinister.
     

      
      ‘Shall I get us something from the bar downstairs?’ she asked Holly, coming up for air again. ‘An ice-cream, maybe?’

      
      Holly shrugged. ‘I’m not hungry.’

      
      ‘Then what about a cold drink?’ She allowed a smidgen of impatience to rise. ‘Come on, Holls, perk up a bit! We’ll be back
         home the day after tomorrow and you’ll have missed all the fun.’
     

      
      At last Holly’s eyes connected with hers and Joanna read the message in them as plainly as if in print: What’s the point? It was not Holly speaking, she knew, it was the depression, but for once she wanted to defy the professionals’ advice and
         let her tongue work unbitten: ‘Mikey’s the point, you silly girl! Your son is the point, just as you were mine, and still
         are mine, even if I hardly recognise you any more!’
     

      
      But she couldn’t do that, of course she couldn’t. ‘Right,’ she said, brightly, ‘I’ll choose you something. Back in a minute
         …’ As she left, she touched Holly’s shoulder, hoping to communicate something positive by the gesture, to effect some miraculous
         reconnection.
     

      
      It was oddly pleasurable, standing in the queue for the kiosk. The boat felt steady and powerful beneath her feet, easing
         them closer to the left bank and into the narrower waters of the Ile de la Cité. Then, just as she was about to be served,
         there was the sombre facade of Notre-Dame itself – so soon! – heralded by a rise in enthusiasm in the tone of the commentator
         and a story of a bell that rang in F-sharp only on the most significant of occasions. Joanna wondered what those occasions
         might be, and then she fancied the bell sounding out right at that very moment, jolting Holly from her daze, exorcising her
         of her demons like something from a fairytale.
     

      
      More and more she was thinking in terms of fairytales, of miracles, as if ready now to give up on the possibility of human salvation for her daughter.
     

      
      Reaching its optimum vantage point of the great cathedral, the boat slowed and the photography became even more frenzied,
         only one or two of those on the lower deck remaining in their seats. Now Joanna pictured Holly as she almost certainly was,
         the only passenger aboard who was unmoved by the sight, perhaps not even glancing up at it, and she allowed herself, very
         briefly, to feel a little sad.
     

      
      ‘Qu’est-ce que vous voulez …?Madame?’
     

      
      ‘Oh, yes, pardon… ’ She realised she was being asked for her order, decided she’d get a biscuit for Mikey and dithered for a moment as she
         tried to remember how to pronounce the word in French. She thought again what a shame it was that he should miss this experience:
         it was proving briefer than she’d expected, Paris more compact than she remembered. When she’d come before, as a teenager,
         the city had seemed immense to her, a place that glittered day and night, both its monuments and its people designed to catch
         the light.
     

      
      How they’d hoped, she and her sister Melissa, that they did it justice, that they caught the light too.

      
      It was as the hot water was being poured into her cup and the selection of teas offered that she became aware of the screaming.
         It was a continuous and unsettling sound, from a source somewhere on the same side of the boat as Notre-Dame. At first she
         made no personal connection with it or even associated it with their tour group, not until she picked out the single human
         word that arose from it – ‘Mu-um!’ – and realised with a breathless slam inside her ribcage that it was Holly. Holly was screaming, she was screaming above
         her, around her, through her, for her.
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry … I need to …’ Abandoning her order, she dashed to the stairs, emerging on the upper deck with a sensation of pure
         disorientation – had she come to the wrong place? Was there another set of steps up to this deck? – for there was not a single
         passenger sitting in the spot he or she had occupied five minutes ago. Chaos reigned, everyone crowding at or moving towards
         the island side (it crossed her mind that the boat might even capsize), whole blocks of seats left empty or strewn with belongings.
         Such was the crush that it was not possible at first to see Holly, or even to hear her any longer, for her cry had either
         stopped or been lost in the roar about her: everyone was speaking at once, in a variety of languages, asking, answering, shrieking,
         gasping, panicking. Only the tour commentary continued as if nothing were amiss: ‘We are now at the point where the two famous islands almost kiss …’
     

      
      ‘Let me through!’ Joanna called out in desperation. ‘I think something’s happened to my daughter! Please, let me through!’

      
      Holly’s cry came again then, no longer the ghostly wail but short, shrill outbursts, quickly obliterated by a half-hysterical
         English voice right in Joanna’s ear: ‘Why aren’t the crew doing anything? What do they say for “man overboard” here? Do they
         not have a distress signal in France?’
     

      
      ‘Don’t know,’ a companion replied, not quite so excitable but plainly concerned, ‘but they must be on the case because we’re
         slowing – can you feel it? Whoa!’
     

      
      Sure enough the boat was dragging heavily to a halt, nosing slightly towards the island as it did. The manoeuvre prompted
         a collective readjustment at the rail and Joanna was at last able to find a crack through which she could see Holly. The girl
         was pressed against the side, doubled over it as if about to vomit, barely an inch from tumbling right over. Two women close
         to her were reaching out with urgent gestures of restraint, causing Joanna to make her first stab at understanding this scene:
         Holly was the cause of all this hysteria; she had tried to jump overboard but had been pulled back; someone had alerted the
         crew to the emergency and now the boat was stopping. Holly was … she was attempting suicide.
     

      
      Oh God, no.

      
      She pushed forwards more forcefully, only half registering a graze to her leg as she caught the edge of a seat, and managed
         to seize her daughter’s right shoulder. ‘Holly, get back from there! What are you doing?’
     

      
      
      Holly straightened and turned with wild, rough movements. ‘Oh, Mum … oh, Mum …’ Her face was a shocking sight, swollen with
         high colour, her eyes feverish, almost deranged.
     

      
      ‘Come and sit down,’ Joanna urged her, ‘you’ll fall in if you lean over like that!’ She motioned to their seats, noticing
         as she did Mikey’s pushchair, still fixed in its original position by the rails, the straps now unbuckled and the seat empty.
     

      
      Her insides clotted. ‘Holly? Where’s Mikey?’

      
      There was no answer, just that same twisting, feral expression on the girl’s face.

      
      ‘Where is he, Holly, tell me? Holly?’
     

      
      Man overboard … Only then did she hear those words properly, only then did she understand: not Holly, Mikey. Turning from Holly she crushed
         herself against the rail, needing the grip of another passenger to stop her from overbalancing, but all she could see of the
         water was the wake of churned yellow-white around their boat, that horrible sucking brown beyond.
     

      
      ‘He’s fallen in,’ Holly managed to say at her shoulder, speaking in the most ghastly, choking syllables, ‘he went over the
         side …’
     

      
      ‘How, Holly? When? When?’ But Holly was sobbing violently as a new surge of hysteria overpowered her and Joanna renounced any hope of getting useful
         answers to the demands that now besieged her: How far had they come since she first heard the screams? Ten metres? Twenty?
         More? How far was the drop to the water? Could it be survived by a child – an infant not yet two years old? Why couldn’t she
         see him, where were his splashes? Then: Should she go in after him? Was that what Holly had been trying to do, leaning over
         the side like that? One of them had to rescue him, didn’t they?
     

      
      The questions, the connections, had a dizzying downward trajectory of their own, drawing her over the rail once more and closer
         to the water, closer to the point of having the dilemma decided for her, until, behind the suffocating panic, came a tiny
         flare of oxygen: the crew knew, they had known before she did – ‘They’re on the case,’ that man had said – and they had stopped
         the boat. Any second now they were going to turn back or reverse, fish Mikey out and bring him to safety. It couldn’t have
         been more than a few seconds since it happened: trained professionals would save him.
     

      
      Wouldn’t they?

      
      She hauled herself upright, evading the curious gazes and urgent questions of those around her, and returned her attention
         to Holly. Sensing that the girl was losing the last of her strength, she lunged to steady her body, pressing it close to her
         own. At once Holly monopolised her energies entirely, becoming a groaning, clutching thing in her arms. The sound came from
         her mouth like water from a hose, the pressure of it at such close range painful, unbearable. The feat of reaching their seats
         was beyond Joanna; she could only stand, supply enough power to stop Holly from falling to the deck and herself from looking
         once more at that terrible empty pushchair with its straps hanging loose over the sides.
     

      
      Then, all at once, beyond the desperate clutch of her daughter and that terrible groaning, she felt a change in pitch, a swarm
         to the rear, a new clamour of voices:
     

      
      ‘Oh my, oh my …’ An American voice rose above the others: ‘He’s in as well now, look, Jeff! When did that happen?’

      
      ‘He jumped from the lower deck, did he?’

      
      ‘All his clothes still on, look at that!’

      
      ‘He must be totally crazy!’

      
      Then a third person spoke, obviously tearful, a British woman: ‘Oh, I hope he gets to the little boy in time, this is absolutely
         awful. What’s the official procedure here? Where’s the lifeboat?’
     

      
      Straining on tiptoe, Joanna could just see past Holly to the water, catching the frantic movements of a man swimming fast
         in the direction from which they’d come; he seemed to be bypassing a rigid orange-red ring that was attached to thick rope
         and, presumably, the boat. She was aware now of a gathering of spectators on the quayside of the Ile Saint-Louis, and on the
         footbridge that joined the two islands.
     

      
      ‘Listen, someone’s gone in after him,’ she said to Holly through the noise, enunciating distinctly and directly into her ear, as if to a blind person. ‘It must be one of the crew.
         He’ll know what to do. Mikey will be fine, don’t worry, sweetheart.’ She had no idea if either of these last statements were
         true, but kept repeating, ‘He’ll know what to do,’ as if that was enough to make it so.
     

      
      In her arms Holly began suddenly to shake, the convulsions gripping the length and breadth of her. Involuntarily, uselessly,
         Joanna remembered how her daughter had shaken after Mikey’s birth, for almost half an hour, rocking the hospital trolley bed
         as she was pushed back to her ward, Joanna walking alongside with the baby resting in the crook of her left arm. She began
         speaking to Joanna again now, in a despairing, choking voice that cracked Joanna’s heart. ‘It’s too late, Mum … it’s too late
         … he’s gone under, he can’t swim … it’s too late …’ As the words went on, Joanna felt herself accept them as fact. Holly knows,
         she thought, a mother knows, that’s why she’s shaking. We’ve lost him. Then: She won’t recover from this. It’s not just Mikey
         who’s gone, it’s both of them.
     

      
      There followed an unfamiliar sensation of release, of hovering in pure white desolation, like how she imagined dying to feel.

      
      This was the bad end they always said would come, the true punishment she was owed.

      
      It made no difference now how hard she had tried, because she had lost.

  



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Before the accident, Joanna had had no instinct whatsoever that something this extraordinary was going to take place during their weekend in Paris.
     

      
      Actually, this was unusual in itself, for over the course of her adult years she had come to pride herself on the accuracy
         of her instincts. She’d had a sense, for instance, when she’d sent off her competition entry to the magazine that this was
         one she might win. Entering competitions had become something of a passion lately, as had reading romantic novels set in exotic
         other worlds, though she didn’t like to consider why. As well as travel, hotel and spending money, included in the winnings
         were tickets for the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre and seats on a luxury river cruise. The perfect weekend in Paris: just what
         the doctor ordered (his other prescriptions didn’t seem to be working, after all).
     

      
      It was a prize intended for a couple, that was obvious from its inclusion in the Valentine’s issue of the magazine, and it
         was true that she had imagined how it might be if circumstances were different and she was able to invite her former partner
         Adrian instead of her daughter, to make a reconciliation of it worthy of one of those romantic novels. As it was, she’d known
         of course that it would be Holly she would bring. Holly had not been on holiday since Mikey was born, at least not abroad,
         a known deprivation for a girl of twenty-two. Her working friends, the few who had remained since she’d dropped out of college
         to have a baby, seemed to tear off constantly to Ibiza or God knew which other party island, treating the months in between
         – real life – as prison stretches to be endured before it was time to check in for the next flight. Joanna thought it was a generational thing,
         this attitude of entitlement: expect not respect, as her friend Suze put it every time another Saturday girl let her down.
     

      
      But not Holly. She expected nothing. She’d been claimed by a force outside her – or anyone else’s – control.

      
      Postnatal depression, it had been diagnosed as, an extreme form of the baby blues that received an awful lot of attention,
         Joanna had come to realise, for Holly was constantly being told she was not alone in her affliction. Quite why knowing that
         thousands of others suffered similarly should make you feel any better was beyond Joanna, but that was by the by. Over the
         past year there had been a deluge of professional aid, including three types of antidepressant medication, a specialist counsellor,
         leaflets and books to read and support groups to attend, but nothing had come close to reversing the original slump.
     

      
      Paris will succeed where the rest of us have failed, Joanna decided; it will bring back Holly’s interest in life, her sense
         of fun, her desire to succeed. Even when she heard she’d won the competition, it felt less like a lucky break than a simple
         necessity; a life saver, if that wasn’t too dramatic.
     

      
      It was a lot of pressure to put on a city, but if anywhere could do it, Paris could.

      
      Of course they’d hardly been there five minutes when Joanna realised the fundamental flaw to her plan: she was not the one who needed to believe in the power of Paris, it was Holly herself.
     

      
      ‘No one’s speaking French,’ the girl said, as they joined the queue at the Louvre on their arrival in the city on Friday afternoon.
         ‘It’s all tourists.’ This was not a complaint, but more a statement of deep sorrow. She gripped the handlebars of Mikey’s
         pushchair as if she expected to be knocked to the ground at any moment by a charging mob of non-Frenchmen.
     

      
      ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ Joanna’s tone was one of happy agreement with a positive statement. Over the last year or so she had found
         this was the best way to counter the pessimistic world view caused by Holly’s condition. Contradiction, challenge, criticism:
         all seemed to have an effect similar to that of physical injury. Even mild sarcasm could cause an instant collapse.
     

      
      ‘Bit hot,’ was the next mournful comment.

      
      ‘Yes, it’s a perfect day,’ Joanna said. She had grown expert in concealing her impatience and, at times, especially when she
         looked at her daughter’s face, her heartbreak: how easy it was to forget what a pretty girl Holly was! In spite of the heat
         her skin was so deathly pale you’d think her breaths too shallow for oxygen to reach the surface of her, her freckles like
         those flowers that could grow on the arid banks of volcanoes; and her dark, almond-shaped eyes were vacant, seeming never
         to focus properly on anything, even Mikey. She was walking proof that beauty was more than an accident of bone structure,
         but an emotion expressed through shining eyes and glowing cheeks, through engagement with life.
     

      
      Unable to bear it, Joanna removed her gaze and scanned instead the triangular segments of the glass pyramid in front of them.
         When she was last here, almost twenty-five years ago in the 1980s, the structure was a work-in-progress and the subject of
         controversy, even scandal. Her parents were against its construction, she remembered, and for that reason alone she had considered
         it vital for the very future of mankind. Today it looked settled in, even classical, a reminder – along with every queuing
         tourist’s casual acceptance of it – of just how much time had passed since.
     

      
      ‘I’m tired,’ Holly sighed, her eyelids half closed, ‘really, really tired.’

      
      ‘That might be a side effect of the new pills, do you think? You’ll feel better when your system’s adjusted.’

      
      How many times had she said that? Enough for Holly to no longer dignify it with a response.
     

      
      Joanna felt a sudden swell of passion, longed with all her heart to be able to cry out, ‘Isn’t this wonderful? I knew you’d love Paris!’ and to get an excited exclamation in return, a request to hear all about that first visit, how she had
         fallen for the city on sight. But she did not, allowing instead the old doubt to lurch forward and replace the joy, allowing herself to think how different her own childhood had been from the one she’d given Holly,
         the one that had brought the girl to this point.
     

      
      The point at which she could stand in one of the world’s most beautiful cities and hate every moment of it.

      
      Did she, Joanna, bear some of the responsibility for that? She had to be guilty on some level, surely?
     

      
      Now the doubts had broken ranks, she was unable to stop them advancing, as if she’d been planted in the queue to the Louvre
         expressly to confront her own ghosts. Is this my life? Is this how I expected it to turn out when I came here all those years
         ago? Am I really a grandmother at forty-two, an age when many women are just starting their families? Have I failed my daughter,
         failed myself?
     

      
      One thing she did know: you were supposed to do a better job than your own parents had, not worse. You were supposed to give your children
         the things you’d missed, not conceal from them the more enviable details of what you had once had but that they never would.
     

      
      A father, for instance.

      
      Admitted more quickly than expected, they stood in the vast entrance space of the museum and faced a choice that was overwhelming
         even for those of sound mind: thirty-five thousand works of art, but which was the one that might speak to Holly?
     

      
      ‘Is there anything in particular you’d like to see?’ Joanna asked, knowing as she spoke that the question was probably redundant.

      
      Holly, however, was still sentient enough to detect a dip in Joanna’s own spirits and to summon the smallest of enthusiasms
         of her own. ‘The Mona Lisa?’ she said, in the voice of a quiz contestant making an embarrassingly wild guess and already anticipating the direst humiliations
         for her blunder.
     

      
      Joanna nodded encouragingly. ‘It’s as good a place to start as any. If we head in that direction we can always wander off
         if something catches our eye along the way.’
     

      
      
      They did not wander off, though, but were swept along the fast-moving current as if on dinghies. Well, it was the most famous painting in the world, she thought; they were hardly going to get a private view, were they.
     

      
      ‘Exciting,’ she whispered to Holly, when after a short wait they were released into the Salle des Etats and the company of
         the hallowed lady herself. They took their places at the back of the throng, among those holding cameras high above the heads
         of the people in front, as if at a stadium concert, no hope of seeing the stars on stage with their own eyes.
     

      
      Holly made a half-hearted bounce on to the balls of her feet to catch a quick glimpse, before remarking, with signature disappointment,
         ‘It’s smaller than I thought.’ A little ahead of them, a toddler of Mikey’s age was screaming in delight at the dazzle of
         a camera flash and Joanna watched Holly wince at the sound, as might someone who had no experience of small children, no understanding
         of their high spirits. She was indifferent to the cries of her own son, who was straining to be released from his buggy.
     

      
      Joanna bent to unbuckle him. ‘Look, Mikey, it’s the most famous painting in the world! Come and see.’ She held him in her
         arms, partly to stop him from darting off, partly in the hope that he might accidentally focus on the fabled picture and remember
         this cultural highlight in years to come. Maybe he’d be a painter or an artist himself one day! But he only wriggled and bucked
         and faced the wrong direction and her lower back soon ached with the weight of him on her hip, her forearms with the effort
         of keeping him still.
     

      
      ‘Hey, Mikey,’ she told him, ‘let’s be a good boy for Mummy and Grandma.’

      
      Holly’s helplessness, Mikey’s lack of cooperation, these she realised she had expected. What she had not bargained for was
         her own reaction to the portrait. For there was one glorious moment when the crush of bodies between them parted freakishly
         in her favour, offering her a clear view of that pale oval face with its famously unknowable gaze. Except Joanna thought she
         did know it, actually, now that she was faced with it. It was the picture of tenderness, she decided; not the extravagant tenderness of a new lover or the playful kind of an old friend, but
         the quiet, private kind, like that of a mother on seeing her child sleeping. It was how Joanna herself had felt as she checked
         on Holly at night when she was younger, and it was what she feared to be fatally absent when Holly checked on Mikey (if she
         ever did).
     

      
      It gave her the chills to turn from that serene, glowing face on the wall to the young woman behind her, to the downturned
         eyes, the shoulders rolled forward, the relentlessly negative aura. Mikey might have dashed out of the room and been trampled
         underfoot by sculptures come to life and Holly would not have noticed.
     

      
      ‘Want to try and get a bit closer?’ she suggested.

      
      ‘No, it’s OK,’ Holly said. ‘I’ve seen it.’

      
      After that she scarcely said another word. When they stopped for a cup of coffee and Mikey became fractious, the decisions
         that needed to be made – sweets that would pacify him initially but send him frantic afterwards, or the more difficult sell
         of a piece of fruit? – were left to Joanna. Holly sat as if in a party of her own and sharing their table out of necessity
         alone, her fingers listlessly cupping her café au lait. What went on in that head of hers? Joanna wondered. Did she fill it
         with dreams or did she close down her thoughts in a form of meditation? It was impossible to know.
     

      
      ‘Anything else you fancy seeing?’ She pressed the museum plan on the table under Holly’s nose and Holly looked as terrified
         by it as if she’d been presented with a warrant for her arrest. ‘Or do you want to just head off back to the hotel?’ This,
         in fact, was Joanna’s own preference, for they’d been up early to catch their train from St Pancras and it was obvious that
         Mikey was overtired, but she was determined to force at least a small share of the decision-making on her daughter.
     

      
      ‘Sorry, Mum, I’m not that into museums,’ Holly said in a tiny, tragic voice.

      
      There was no point reminding her of the many she’d enjoyed as a child in London.

      
      
      ‘OK. Well, tomorrow will be more your thing, maybe.’

      
      Holly glanced up with a small show of willing. ‘What’s happening then?’ She’d obviously not absorbed the basics of their itinerary,
         announced several times before departure and outlined once again, in more detail, on the train. It was official then: Joanna
         had been talking to herself all along.
     

      
      ‘We’ve got the Eiffel Tower in the morning and then the river trip in the afternoon, haven’t we?’

      
      ‘Oh,’ Holly said. And she looked at Joanna as if she’d been hoping for the light of the moon and been given instead the dogend
         of a matchstick.
     

      
      For as long as she lived Joanna would not allow herself to imagine what might have happened if Holly had decided to skip the
         boat trip and go up the Eiffel Tower instead. For she had not the energy for both, it transpired the next morning.
     

      
      ‘Would it be OK if you just took Mikey up the tower on your own?’ As was often the case, hers was a last-minute withdrawal.
         They’d made it as far as the lobby of the hotel when she shuffled to a halt and asked the question – the question that was
         never really one.
     

      
      ‘You don’t want to see the view?’ Joanna exclaimed. ‘Oh, it’s something special, Holls. And we’ve got pre-booked tickets,
         we won’t have to queue for long.’
     

      
      Holly looked at her with the eyes of a lost infant. ‘I’ll come on the boat trip later. I just … I just feel exhausted, like
         I haven’t slept.’
     

      
      ‘You slept like a log, darling.’

      
      ‘Did I?’ The girl shrugged in surprise. Joanna wondered if her new pills prevented her from appreciating the benefits of sleep.
         She supposed it was the depression itself that did that: if you hated waking up, then no sleep was too deep or too long.
     

      
      ‘Fine.’ She knew from experience that attempts at persuasion could make Holly distressed. ‘The boat leaves at one, so we’ll
         meet you at the pier at twelve-thirty. It’s walking distance from here. I’ve marked it on this map, OK?’
     

      
      
      Holly took the map from her.

      
      ‘I’ll pick up some lunch for Mikey, so don’t worry about that.’ It was unlikely that Holly had been going to worry but Joanna made a point of saying these things for such a time that her daughter got better and took
         over the practical aspects of Mikey’s care. It provided a kind of subliminal training, she hoped.
     

      
      ‘Come on, Mikey, we’re going into the sky!’

      
      ‘Sky, sky, sky!’ He was so easily, joyously stimulated; sometimes she couldn’t decide if his joy helped compensate for Holly’s
         depression or made it more painful to witness.
     

      
      The guidebook called the great structure a true Tower of Babel and, sure enough, every nationality appeared to be represented
         in the first elevator. Though she hadn’t said so to Holly yesterday, Joanna, too, wished more of the people they were seeing
         were not tourists but locals; she liked seeing the real Parisians. The women her age were so different from her they were
         almost a different gender altogether. They were better dressed, of course, their faces better preserved, but it wasn’t that
         that fascinated her, it was their composure, their self-assurance. They stood at the windows of their apartments looking out,
         or at the windows of shops looking in, with an expression of resolution, as if they’d brook no nonsense from the world. Poise,
         she supposed it was. Dignity.
     

      
      Did you get those things because you lived in Paris or did you only get to live in Paris if you had those things?

      
      Whatever the answer, you certainly could not recreate it while a crushed elevator bore you upwards through a tapering brown
         cage, a toddler preventing you from breathing thanks to his marsupial clutch.
     

      
      ‘They use three different shades of paint to make the tower look all the same colour from the ground,’ she told him. ‘And
         when we get to the top you can see a view in all directions. The word for that is a panorama.’
     

      
      ‘Paromana,’ Mikey mimicked, making some of their fellow passengers chuckle.

      
      ‘Almost, good try!’ She tried not to notice the Lowry-like figures among the latticework of the lower frame: those who’d chosen to take the steps rather than wait for the elevator. When she’d visited the tower as a teenager all those years ago,
         her father had suggested going up that way, quick to dismiss Joanna’s protests that she was scared of heights. But then Melissa
         had been consulted and she’d refused too, much to Joanna’s relief; she’d said she was wearing the wrong shoes for climbing,
         and that was that. Melissa always got her own way.
     

      
      Joanna couldn’t remember her sister’s footwear that day but she felt sure she could picture her clothing: a full-skirted cotton
         black sundress patterned with white stars, a green woollen beret that was too hot for the weather but who cared when it was
         angled with such insouciance, and shocking red lipstick that would be considered crude and theatrical now but was, at the
         time, an everyday sight. Joanna could not recall what she herself had worn, only that Melissa looked better. Of the two sisters,
         Melissa alone was mistaken for the native Parisienne they both longed to be, and chatted up by the local boys.
     

      
      That was right, Joanna remembered, it was the day of the Eiffel Tower trip that Melissa had fallen into that self-pitying
         reverie over the handbag. The two girls had had their allowance paid that month in French francs and spent it mostly on cheap
         clothes and jewellery from markets, but the bag, vivid blue and encrusted with shells, was ten times Melissa’s budget. ‘This
         will be perfect for college,’ she said, as if that settled it. ‘No one else will have this bag.’ As her father’s golden girl,
         she might have expected him to make up the difference, but on this one occasion he did not.
     

      
      ‘I hate Dad,’ she muttered to Joanna as they left the shop, causing in Joanna that rare thrill of hope that the status quo
         might at last be about to collapse.
     

      
      ‘Yeah, he’s such a Scrooge,’ she agreed eagerly.

      
      Melissa nodded in approval. ‘Old miser, what’s a few francs to him?’ And she’d hooked her elbow through Joanna’s to seal their temporary alliance, drawn her into the exalted realm where she
         was so rarely granted access.
     

      
      Joanna could still feel the sensation of those linked arms, the bony angularity of Melissa’s against the rounded fleshiness of her own.
     

      
      Now, when people asked, she said her family were so scattered it made regular get-togethers difficult. Some knew the full
         story: her oldest friend Suze, for instance, with whom Joanna and Holly often spent Christmas and birthdays; and Adrian, who
         she’d been with for four years and from whom she’d parted soon after Mikey was born – she could trust him not to tell anyone
         whose business it was not; and Holly knew the bones of it, of course.
     

      
      ‘You’ve given us no choice,’ her father had said, though what he had really meant was that Melissa had given them a choice
         – and they had gone ahead and made it. ‘You have to leave,’ he said. ‘Go now, Joanna, before you do any more damage.’ It was
         hard to believe that was just two years after the Paris holiday, when she’d felt so adult and yet been still a child.
     

      
      You’ve given us no choice … She remembered the words, but she could no longer bring to mind the expression on her father’s face, or recall whether her
         mother and sister had been present to witness her reaction.
     

      
      ‘Fine!’ she’d huffed. ‘If that’s how you feel, then I’ll go! And don’t expect me to come running back when you change your
         mind!’
     

      
      The clichés of break-up were all there, complete with multiple exclamation marks and tear-stained eyes. She had left home
         with all the naïve bluster of a young woman who thought she didn’t need her family, didn’t need anyone in the world, but who
         at the same time fully trusted they’d be there waiting for her should it ever turn out that she did.
     

      
      That, in the end, had been the mistake that hurt the most.

  



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Alexa could smell the foreignness of the hotel room even before she opened her eyes: the fragrance of professionally laundered
         bed linen, of polished wood and fresh flowers – there were no fewer than four vasefuls in the little top-floor suite – and,
         seeping through the window frames, the city air itself, with whatever exotica that contained. Traffic fumes, she supposed,
         though she tried to allow only vintage Citroëns into her imaginings; the steamy aromas of the neighbourhood’s boulangeries; and hot, hot human breath, all those gasps and sighs and kisses. The way people reacted to Paris, the way they behaved in
         its streets and squares, that became a part of the city too.
     

      
      Not that she and James had contributed a great deal to the gasping and sighing and kissing – not yet. But she remained hopeful.

      
      Oh, she thought, remembering: it’s Sunday, our wedding anniversary. Five years they’d been married, far too soon to be worried,
         and yet … Well, the truth was she had gone to inordinate trouble and expense to arrange this trip in the belief that something
         was unravelling between them. Maybe not unravelling, but there was a dropped stitch or two, a distinct loosening of their togetherness that James appeared not to have noticed
         and that Alexa had not remarked upon for fear that he had.
     

      
      She sat up in bed, wriggling against the pillows to get comfortable, and surveyed their chamber, the honeymoon suite, no less.
         Every detail was correct according to her original brief: the decor was glamorous in a traditional French way, with silk-lined
         walls for fingertips to trail across and deep carpeting for bare feet to sink into, with big silvery mirrors multiplying artfully
         the soft spheres of lamplight, the room’s only illumination. Across the little entrance hall there was a black and white marbled
         bathroom, with a tub big enough for two and an antique chaise longue set within hand-holding range (the whole suite was designed
         with the understanding that its two occupants would not want to be parted for long). Most important of all, from the row of
         four windows there was a view of Paris: old Paris, seventeenth-century Place des Vosges Paris. Here, high above ground in
         the steep slate roof, they had a pigeon’s outlook on the famous arcaded square itself, on the fountains and sandboxes, the
         shaded corners and gravelled pathways, the proud central statue of Louis XIII. It was enchanting, just as she’d longed for
         it to be. If they didn’t fall in love again here, they wouldn’t fall in love again anywhere.
     

      
      There was, however, a flaw to this romantic certainty: she was waking up in the honeymoon suite alone. Where was James?

      
      Oh, she thought, remembering again. That awful thing on the boat trip yesterday …

      
      It was still shocking enough for her to suspect she might only have dreamt it – after one glass too many at dinner the night
         before, perhaps – but no, it really had happened: in the middle of their sightseeing cruise down the Seine, her husband had
         jumped overboard and saved a child from drowning. He honestly had! One minute the two of them were sinking into their recliners
         in the early afternoon sun, Paris breezing by as Alexa’s chin nodded pleasantly towards her collarbone, the next there was
         a terrific eruption of yelling, a rush of energy of the kind she had come to dread more than anything – crowd panic – and
         then, abruptly, unimaginably, James was on his feet and vaulting the rail, plunging out of sight. At first she’d thought there
         must be another deck below, a balcony of some kind, though what could have possessed him to leap down on to it, she had no
         idea, and she was still scrambling to her feet, trying to make sense of it, when she caught sight of him quite a distance
         away in the middle of the river. In the middle of the river!
     

      
      
      ‘James!’ she screamed, though there was no question of him being able to hear her, and then, ‘What’s going on?’ to no one,
         to anyone, to herself.
     

      
      ‘There’s a little boy in the water,’ an English voice called from beyond the wall of backs and shoulders that had formed between
         her and the rail, ‘and it looks like someone’s gone in to get him.’
     

      
      Alexa was grateful for the simple definition of what her senses had failed to grasp independently. ‘It’s my husband, he just
         jumped in. I don’t understand wh—’
     

      
      But someone else was interrupting, his news the newest, voice raised above the clamour: ‘He’s got him, look, he’s got the
         kid! He seems like he knows what he’s doing as well!’
     

      
      ‘What, what?’ Alexa clawed desperately at the man’s shoulder, but he held firm, not giving her a millimetre of a glimpse.
         ‘Are they all right? Oh, God, this is a nightmare!’
     

      
      ‘The boy’s all right, I think. Looks alive, at least. They’re drifting a bit. Aren’t the crew going to pull them in?’

      
      ‘No,’ came the reply. Alexa was having trouble matching voices to backs of heads. ‘It looks like he’s making for the island,
         worried about the engines maybe …’
     

      
      ‘Why don’t they turn them off?’ Alexa asked, her voice shriller with every utterance. ‘What if they get sucked under the boat?’
         She was becoming aware of a tremor in her body, an imminent collapse of all emotional control.
     

      
      ‘River laws, I guess. It’s just as close, anyway, maybe closer. We’ve come out quite a way from the bank.’

      
      ‘But what about the other boats?’

      
      ‘There’s nothing coming that I can see—’

      
      Alexa screamed out again: ‘Please, I need to see, he’s my husband!’

      
      At last her claim was acknowledged, the bodies parting to give her a spot at the rail and a clear view of the action in the
         water: a good twenty metres from where she’d first glimpsed James, there were two distinct faces above the surface, white
         skin spotlit by the sun. James’s was turned upwards to the sky, disfigured with physical effort, the other was smaller and
         straining from side to side, not still enough to focus on; what looked like James’s forearm, an elbow, was hooked close to the neck. As her
         neighbour had reported, the linked pair were moving away from both the boat and a red ring that must have been thrown out
         to them by the crew, and towards the near quayside of the Ile Saint-Louis. There, where the river wall sloped and a run of
         steps was cut into the stone, a group had gathered, one figure already down at water level on the lowest visible step, arm
         outstretched towards the approaching swimmers.
     

      
      And then, miraculous and surreal as it was, they were there – they’d made it to the quayside, back to land! Amid the knot
         of helpers, James could just be identified, on his hands and knees, clothes and hair soaked black, and then the small child
         too, passed from person to person, lain on the cobbles, moving and kicking, his legs white and bare. The initial clamour of
         horror and disbelief was replaced wholesale with cheers of excitement, both on the boat and from the banks of spectators:
         there were hundreds now, on every quay, on the bridge that crossed from the Ile de la Cité; it was the scene, almost, of a
         regatta.
     

      
      As others rejoiced, many returning to their seats to discuss the drama as they awaited instructions regarding the cruise,
         Alexa lost the last of her nerve and began to sob. ‘I have to get to him,’ she repeated through her tears, once more to no
         one in particular, simply to anyone who might take pity on her. ‘Please, someone, get me off this thing!’
     

      
      Now, with convulsions threatening afresh, Alexa heard a knock at the door and flew to it, thinking it might be James, though
         she knew he had a key card and would let himself in. It was silly, but she needed to confirm for herself that he was still
         alive, that her memory of his having been pulled to safety was real.
     

      
      ‘Bonjour, madame.’ It was one of the hotel staff, bearing a pair of satin-covered coat hangers that held dry-cleaned clothes: the jeans and
         shirt James had been wearing yesterday. His shoes and socks had come off in the water, lost now and never again to be paired.
     

      
      
      ‘Thank you.’ They’d done a good job, the hotel laundry. You’d never know the items had been in that … well, cesspool was a
         bit strong, but the Seine was hardly made of Evian and rose water, was it? Like the Thames, it contained innumerable harmful
         bacteria and it was a miracle James hadn’t contracted something terrible during the minutes he’d been submerged. As it was,
         they had been briefed by the medical team to prepare for stomach upsets and fever.
     

      
      ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen my husband?’ she asked, hiding her anxiety behind a hopeful smile.

      
      The young man displayed no surprise as he pointed out what she at once realised she should have known on her own: ‘He is with
         the newspaper journalists in the Salle Royale.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, of course. Thank you.’ Closing the door, Alexa recalled how the hotel manager, Laurent, had suggested a press interview
         in one of the function rooms downstairs. He’d said the media enquiries about the accident were becoming too persistent to
         ignore and that one short press conference should satisfy curiosity.
     

      
      Certainly, coverage of their river drama had so far been very limited: no interview with any of the parties involved had been
         included in the item she and James had watched on the local TV news last night before going to bed. Instead there had been
         footage taken from the upper deck of their boat of a blurred, submerged figure completely unrecognisable as James, as well
         as shots from the riverbank of ambulances, fire and other vehicles and their grave-faced personnel. She had not been able
         to follow the fast-talking French voiceover, but it had been excitable enough for her to agree with Laurent that the media
         was not going to let it pass with an initial report. People would want to know more about the British hero who’d jumped into
         the Seine to save a drowning child, how they’d both emerged uninjured.
     

      
      According to Laurent, if James agreed to the interview then interest would fade within a day or two, particularly when it
         was established that neither rescuer nor rescued was a French national and therefore of far less interest domestically.
     

      
      
      ‘Thank God for that,’ Alexa had said. Not that she wasn’t overjoyed that a child’s life had been saved, as relieved as everyone
         else to learn that the poor mite – a boy called Mikey, only twenty-one months old, apparently – had been discharged from hospital
         and returned to this family after only a short period of observation. It was just that the whole thing was … well, it was
         as if her carefully orchestrated holiday had been ambushed midway by some kind of alternative reality.
     

      
      Was it inappropriate to celebrate their anniversary so soon after a terrible tragedy had been averted or was it more important
         than ever to do so?
     

      
      The thought was interrupted by a second delivery to the room: breakfast pour une personne. James must have ordered it for her, or perhaps Laurent, knowing she’d be alone this morning. Separate breakfasts on our
         anniversary, she thought, lifting the big silver dome from a plate of eggs; before we know it it’ll be twin beds and slippers
         …
     

      
      But that only brought to mind the conversation she’d had with her closest friends Lucie and Shona just last week, the subject
         that had consumed her before and until the events of yesterday:
     

      
      ‘You can’t take him to Paris to get things back on track and not tell him that’s your purpose,’ Shona said.

      
      ‘Back on track’ was a phrase that came up uncomfortably frequently in her discussions about James lately, often uttered soon
         after, ‘It’s just not the same any more,’ and once, hopelessly, horribly, ‘Do you think he might have changed his mind about
         marrying me?’ (She would not forget their faces at that: the cold shock of a broken taboo, the shudder of there-but-for-the-grace-of-God
         deliverance.)
     

      
      ‘Surely he’ll guess?’ Alexa said, optimistically.

      
      ‘Men don’t guess,’ Lucie told her. ‘Not unless you’ve told them there’s something to guess. They don’t guess spontaneously.’

      
      ‘But it’s our anniversary. He’ll know it’s a romantic exercise.’ In retrospect, ‘exercise’ seemed like the wrong sort of word,
         though none of them had questioned it at the time.
     

      
      In any case, once in Paris she had quickly come to see that her friends were right: James, who had had a hectic first half of the year at work, wanted nothing more than to spend his time
         catching up on sleep. He most certainly had not guessed that the aim of the trip was to stay awake and pay her something close
         to the levels of interest she remembered – and missed – from the earlier years of their relationship. When they’d met, she
         had been, at twenty-seven, the older woman, a fully formed object of desire rarely available to his eager new graduate. How
         his friends had professed their envy of him! So convinced were they all that a woman with an extra five years under her belt
         should be privy to mysterious erotic secrets, she had almost come to believe it herself.
     

      
      ‘Women can be very self-defeating,’ Lucie said. ‘They’re hardwired to think that they shouldn’t want someone who doesn’t want
         them. They know, in evolutionary terms, that it’s a waste of time and they should cut their losses and find a more sexually
         aggressive mate.’
     

      
      Sometimes Lucie spoke as if she were not a woman herself and susceptible to such contradictory forces.

      
      ‘I don’t want another mate,’ Alexa said. ‘I want the one I’ve got.’

      
      ‘All marriages have their troughs,’ Shona said, kindly.

      
      Considering such advice while taking in the classic lovers’ sights on Friday, Alexa had decided that she was not going to
         be self-defeating, and nor was she going to allow her marriage to languish in a trough. Saturday was going to be the day her
         husband’s passion for her was reignited, just in time for the anniversary itself – and what could be more mood-enhancing than
         a cruise down the Seine? The irony was that it had been working, she was sure of it: when they’d pulled away from the riverbank,
         the sun hoisted high above, James had turned to her and murmured, ‘This is really nice, Al. Just us. Thank you.’ And he’d
         looked at her in the private, rapturous way he used to, giving her a toppling sensation in her abdomen, bringing to her lips
         the first spontaneous smile of the weekend.
     

      
      Just us.
     

      
      
      And then the rescue.

      
      Now, less than a day later, here she was, just her, feeling as vulnerable to the currents as the poor little boy James had
         saved. Whatever was coming next she did not know, only that she was entirely at its mercy.
     

      
      It wasn’t going to be breakfast, at any rate. With great reluctance she put the lid back on the plate, taking only the coffee.
         She hadn’t eaten anything as rich as Eggs Benedict in years; who knew what greed would be unleashed if she succumbed now.
     

      
      James had been peculiarly casual about his heroics; he would, if it had been down to him, simply have strolled off afterwards,
         dripping. But the Parisian authorities had taken it all extremely seriously and the whole of the afternoon and most of the
         evening had been given over to medical and police ministrations. Alexa lost count of the variety of uniforms she saw at the
         scene, the number of different organisations represented – who had known, for instance, there was such a thing as the Brigade Fluviale, a dedicated river patrol? Did they have one of those on the Thames? Every time she suggested they bring the questioning
         to a close and let her take James back to the hotel for a hot shower and some rest, one more uniformed figure would appear
         with his own set of enquiries and her plea would be disregarded.
     

      
      Such was the thoroughness of official procedure, and of the hotel staff’s aftercare, that Alexa and James hardly had a chance
         to discuss the incident between themselves. Finally, alone in their room last night, after they’d watched the news report
         and before both had passed out from exhaustion, they’d sat quietly for ten minutes on the little sofa under the window and
         she’d had the chance to add to the marathon interrogation he’d just endured:
     

      
      ‘What made you do it? Jump in like that?’ Though she spoke calmly, she was still very shaken, unsure of her emotions.

      
      James looked surprised. ‘Someone had to, Al. Toddlers can’t swim. They can’t grab hold of a lifebelt.’

      
      ‘I know that, but why you? Surely one of the crew should have done it?’

      
      
      ‘They didn’t though, did they? Not in time. He would have drowned if it had been left any longer.’

      
      ‘You might both have drowned,’ she pointed out. ‘The currents in the Seine are infamous.’

      
      ‘Are they?’

      
      ‘Yes. Not to mention the risk of catching every water-borne disease known to man – you heard what the paramedics said.’

      
      He grinned. ‘What, you’re worried about cholera? You sound like my mother.’

      
      ‘Well, I’m sorry if I care about you!’ she cried, as surprised as he was by the sudden eruption of anguish. She supposed it
         must be tiredness, tiredness and relief.
     

      
      ‘Come on,’ James said, mildly, ‘I knew I’d be fine.’

      
      She gazed at him, uncomprehending. She wanted very much to take him into her arms or have him take her into his, but instead
         they remained side by side, shoulders turned only fractionally inward. ‘I was terrified,’ she said. ‘When I saw you in the
         water, before I saw the boy, I thought you were trying to commit suicide or something.’
     

      
      James only carried on grinning. There was an evasive glitter to his eyes she’d never seen before. ‘You can’t possibly have
         thought that.’ Once, as a teenager, he and three friends had swum across the Thames near their school, and he reminded her
         of this escapade now. ‘That was a suicide mission,’ he added. ‘This was just, I don’t know, reflex or something.’
     

      
      A reflex she’d not been aware he owned; a sharper one than any she possessed. She was suddenly overwhelmed by the instinct
         that this was more than a plan waylaid, an interruption to her hopes for marital rejuvenation, but something incendiary, the
         force of its explosion yet to be felt.
     

      
      ‘And it’s not like you’ve been to the gym recently,’ she said, anxiously. ‘You could have had a heart attack just from the
         exercise.’
     

      
      ‘I’m not that unfit,’ he said, still smiling freely, as if this were all some great lark. True, his fitness was a little joke between them.
         The zeal with which she had set about remoulding her body in the last two years – a fear of forty, a quest to recapture that desirability of a decade ago – had been matched only
         by the eagerness with which he rejected all notions of self-preservation. And yet somehow, without lifting a finger, he had
         become more attractive than ever.
     

      
      Noticing her failure to join in his laughter, he reached for her hand and gripped it, rare enough a gesture these days for
         it to bring colour to her face. ‘I’m sorry I gave you a fright, but it all turned out OK, didn’t it? Maybe it was a bit of
         a risk, but it was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? You must agree with that?’
     

      
      She hesitated, making a tremendous effort to think positively and by doing so banish that awful sense of premonition she’d
         had. ‘Of course I do. You were brilliant. And it’s just as well you did do it, since no one else did. Not just the crew, but
         the parents. I’m surprised they didn’t go in after him, aren’t you?’
     

      
      ‘There was only the mother,’ James told her. ‘Didn’t you say you saw her getting off the boat? Apparently, she’s only a young
         girl herself.’
     

      
      Alexa struggled to put faces to the other people involved in the drama. She’d been so distraught on the boat she hadn’t paid
         close attention to anyone else, and then once they were all over the bridge the ambulance containing the boy and his family
         had left immediately for the hospital. There’d been no time for introductions. But it had been impossible to forget the animal
         sounds of distress she had heard as she waited to disembark, the accompanying attempts to comfort and subdue. ‘There were
         two women,’ she remembered. ‘But I thought the older one was the boy’s mother? I assumed the girl was his sister or something?’
     

      
      ‘No, the girl is the mother, the police said. The other one’s the grandmother. I don’t think there’s a father in the picture.’

      
      For the first time since the rescue, James yawned, lifting his eyebrows in self-parody, as if he had no right to be as tired
         as he was. He seemed genuinely oblivious to the reality of the risk he had taken, and utterly without need of congratulation.
         It was not at all how she would have expected a hero to behave, but then she had never seen him do anything heroic before.
         On the contrary, he was famously laid back, immune to emergency rather than alert to it, content to let others step in and take the chance.
     

      
      Then again, what have I ever done? Alexa asked herself, studying the bones of James’s face, as if she had missed something
         fundamental these last ten years. Yes, she was one of the busiest, most driven people she knew, but what had she ever done
         that had determined, as James had, whether another person lived or died? And the inevitable blank her mind offered in reply
         felt, just for a moment, like a line of separation between them.
     

      
      It was almost twelve o’clock and he still hadn’t come back upstairs. Finding her way to the larger of the two function rooms
         on the ground floor, Alexa saw that a dozen or so chairs had been arranged in rows in front of a raised table set with two
         chairs. Who had taken the seat at James’s side? Laurent? An interpreter? Should she have insisted it be she? In any case,
         all who’d attended had now departed and so she headed for the bar just off the lobby, the natural gathering point in the small
         hotel.
     

      
      She was attracted at once by a woman at the window bobbing on her heels and waving an arm to catch her attention. It was Frances,
         whose husband, Andrew, James knew from university. When the two men had spotted each other in the bar on Friday night Alexa
         had felt a little dismayed to encounter someone they knew in their lovers’ hideaway, but now she felt only gratitude for a
         familiar face.
     

      
      ‘Over here!’

      
      Before she could lift her own arm in response Frances was by her side, Andrew scuttling in her wake. Both were shorter than
         Alexa, Frances birdlike and expensively coiffured, Andrew balding and less well-maintained generally, but each had an air
         of worldly entitlement that Alexa found alluring and intimidating in equal measure.
     

      
      ‘Were you sleeping in?’ Frances demanded. ‘You’ve missed all the action.’

      
      Alexa nodded, feeling foolish. Clearly she should have been at the conference.
     

      
      
      ‘James is such a star! And so modest. The way he tells it you’d think he’d done nothing at all.’

      
      ‘It’s true,’ Andrew agreed. ‘He’s not milking it at all. I would be, I can tell you that.’

      
      ‘God help us,’ Frances said. ‘The moment you saw yourself on TV you’d be trying your luck with that skinny girl on reception
         and then where would we be?’
     

      
      ‘I know where I’d be,’ Andrew said and the pair smirked wolfishly at one another, extremely pleased with themselves.
     

      
      Alexa remained speechless, mortified by the thought of the spousal faux pas she may have committed, and prompting Frances
         to supply a line for her: ‘You must be really proud of him, Alexa.’
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, recovering. ‘I am, of course I am. He was absolutely amazing. It’s just hard to take it all in.’

      
      ‘I bet it puts him in a completely new light, doesn’t it?’ Frances let her hand flutter theatrically in front of her face.
         ‘I have to admit that when I saw him just now I felt quite overcome with hero worship. Le culte des héros!’
     

      
      ‘Oh, me too.’ Andrew grinned. ‘We’re all susceptible to a bit of that now and again.’

      
      Frances’s eyes became so wide that Alexa could see an unbroken thread of white around each iris. ‘You know what, if that’s
         how we feel, then imagine what the parents of the child must be feeling! They must think he’s God! Did you meet them yesterday,
         Alexa?’
     

      
      ‘No, they were rushed straight off to the hospital. James says there’s only a mother, actually, a young girl.’

      
      ‘That must have been her we saw on the news this morning,’ Frances said. ‘They showed her leaving the hospital carrying the
         child, but you couldn’t see their faces properly. Oh my God, did you see that footage of James in the water? We hardly recognised
         him at first, it was so blurry. I’m surprised they couldn’t get anything clearer, there must have been so many cameras at
         the ready.’
     

      
      ‘It was pretty chaotic,’ Alexa told her. ‘Only a few people right at the rail would have had a good view and they were probably
         too shocked to do anything. And the tour was cancelled after that, so everyone must have wandered off before any reporters
         even got wind of it.’
     

      
      ‘Something will come out of the woodwork and you’ll have a better souvenir of it,’ Andrew said.

      
      ‘Yes.’ But Alexa was not sure she wanted a souvenir of something that had frightened her almost to death.

      
      ‘So did he jump or dive?’ Frances asked. ‘I’m trying to picture it.’

      
      ‘He jumped.’

      
      ‘Did you know he was going to do it? What did he say before he went in?’

      
      ‘Nothing, really.’ Of all their questions, this was the one that caught Alexa short, made her see what it was she had been
         getting at in her conversation with James last night – ‘But why you?’ – because normally she did know what James was going to do. After ten years, if it wasn’t something she had directly suggested herself then it would
         certainly be something she could have predicted.
     

      
      ‘He’s a very strong swimmer,’ she told them. ‘He used to compete at regional level when he was at school.’

      
      ‘That’s right, he swam at college, as well,’ Andrew agreed. ‘Oh, well, that explains it,’ Frances said, pleased. ‘Any normal
         mortal would have been dragged under by the currents. All his old techniques must have come back to him.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, he told me they did proper life-saving training,’ Alexa said. ‘And once he and a few others from the squad swam across
         the Thames for a bet. They almost got expelled.’
     

      
      ‘Wow!’

      
      ‘Did you know they pull fifty corpses out of the Seine every year?’ Andrew confided, not without relish. ‘The barman just
         told us that.’
     

      
      ‘Andrew!’ Frances exclaimed, poking his arm rather sharply with her elbow. ‘That’s a bit morbid, don’t you think?’

      
      ‘Not as morbid as it is for the fifty bodies. And at least three times as many fall in but are saved.’

      
      
      ‘So this kind of thing must happen a few times a week,’ Alexa said, working it out. ‘Why are the press so interested in this
         one?’
     

      
      ‘Because it’s so spectacular, with a child and a proper hero,’ Andrew said. ‘Normally it’s probably just drunks falling from
         the quays. Drunks and tourists.’ He said this as if he himself did not belong to either of these categories, though he was
         an Englishman in a foreign hotel bar at noon with a large vodka in his hand.
     

      
      It was at this juncture that James made his entrance, escorted by Laurent and a second member of staff, both of whom slipped
         discreetly from his side once they’d seen him safely delivered to Alexa. Sensing the attention of everyone in the lobby –
         there was even an outbreak of light applause – and seeing Frances’s instant deference, Andrew’s outstretched hand, Alexa couldn’t
         help eyeing her husband with a certain new caution. She felt as if she were welcoming home a man of war, not knowing whether
         all that he’d experienced since they’d parted had rendered old lives, old loves, obsolete.
     

      
      ‘How did it go with the press?’

      
      ‘Oh, fine.’ He was flushed, his gaze distracted. ‘Laurent says it will definitely all blow over after today. It’s not like
         anyone’s on life support or anything. People fall in the river all the time.’
     

      
      ‘Andrew was just saying.’

      
      ‘Drink?’ Andrew offered, holding up his own glass as an enticement.

      
      ‘Why not?’ James said. ‘Aren’t you having one, Al?’

      
      ‘I don’t think there’s time,’ she said. She knew he would have liked one; deserved it, too, after his morning’s questioning,
         but she felt the overwhelming impulse to get him away from the other couple and all the other well-wishers who hovered beyond
         them. Selfishly, unforgivably, she wanted to reinstate the true nature of this anniversary trip before … before it was too
         late. What did that mean? she wondered. And what if Laurent was wrong, what if this was a story that did continue to interest people, to turn
         James into some sort of folk hero? Was she about to lose him on the very weekend she’d set out to reclaim him?
     

      
      
      She banished the thought, telling herself it was irrational, needy. ‘Maybe this evening,’ she said, glancing apologetically
         from Andrew to Frances, ‘but we’ve got a lunch reservation in half an hour.’
     

      
      As she named the restaurant, one she’d booked six weeks ago, James turned to her in surprise. ‘We’re still going for lunch?’

      
      ‘I suppose we could cancel if you want to,’ she said, but, ridiculously, the idea made her want to put her face in her hands
         and sob.
     

      
      Frances came to her rescue. ‘Oh, you can’t cancel. The food is amazing there and you won’t get another reservation before
         you go back. We went on Friday, didn’t we, Andy?’
     

      
      ‘It’s good chow,’ Andrew confirmed. ‘You shouldn’t miss it.’

      
      Whether it was this endorsement or her own crestfallen expression, she couldn’t tell, but James fell in with the plan happily
         enough. They said their goodbyes and made for the doors.
     

      
      Alexa waited until they’d emerged into the square before announcing, ‘Happy anniversary!’ in an unnaturally delighted tone,
         as if her voice had been dubbed.
     

      
      James just blinked at her, his eyes adjusting to the sunlight – or his brain to the new information. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, at
         last. ‘Of course! Happy anniversary!’
     

      
      And Alexa concealed her disappointment well enough. Given all the drama, it was understandable that he’d forgotten.

  



      
      Chapter 4

      Joanna did not wish to give the wrong impression: life with her incapacitated daughter and infant grandson had not been, until
         this point, entirely miserable; some days were better than others.
     

      She’d found she could judge fairly swiftly each one’s place in the spectrum by the tableau that greeted her when she arrived
         home from work. A good day involved Mikey playing with toys on the rug, Holly staring over the top of his head at the TV screen.
         If one of them was dressed in clean clothes, Joanna upgraded affairs a notch. An unprompted greeting from her daughter or
         a few words of news occasioned a second upward swing.
     

      
      Once or twice there might even be a smile.

      
      The problem was the bad days were the ones that caught everyone’s attention. Often she’d get word of it before she’d even
         turned her key in the lock, like the evening the elderly lady in the flat across the hall opened her door at the sound of
         Joanna’s footsteps, clearly having been listening out for them. ‘Is everything all right with the little boy?’ she asked,
         her worried face at odds with the casual enquiry.
     

      
      ‘I think so,’ Joanna said, politely.

      
      ‘It’s just he’s been crying all day. Is he not well?’

      
      Joanna felt familiar prickles of anxiety. ‘He was fine this morning. Oh dear, I hope he hasn’t picked up a bug or something.’
         (From whom? Mikey mixed little with other babies.)
     

      
      ‘I wondered …’ The neighbour faltered, but honest concern gave her the courage to persist. ‘I wondered if there was actually
         anyone at home with him?’
     

      
      
      ‘Of course there is. Holly’s there, she’s there right now.’ Of this Joanna was quite certain. Leaving the flat and occupying
         herself in the outside world was considerably more than Holly could manage. ‘Leave it with me,’ she told the neighbour, tempering
         her tone of authority with a certain lightness, a downgrading of significance. ‘I really appreciate your coming to check.’
     

      
      She closed the door behind her and stepped through the hallway and into the living room. There Holly was, flat on her back
         on the sofa, eyes open but catatonic with exhaustion or hopelessness or both. As promised, she was present – but only bodily. There was no sign of Mikey.
     

      
      ‘Holly, sit up, love!’ Daytime sleeping was common, even in spite of the continuous stimulants of instant coffee and cigarettes,
         for Holly simply had no impulse to stay awake, no energy to undertake even the lightest of daily tasks. The truth was that
         if you were hiring a childminder she would be the last person you’d choose, and yet here she was, for nine hours a day in
         sole charge of Mikey; precious, innocent Mikey.
     

      
      ‘Where’s Mikey, Holly?’

      
      Not waiting for an answer, Joanna hurried to Holly’s and Mikey’s bedroom. The blind was down and Mikey was asleep in his cot.
         His nappy was heavy, the smell acute enough for her to know that it should have been changed hours ago; the sheet had shrunk
         from the mattress and there were stains where he’d regurgitated milk. It was hardly the kind of squalor you read about in
         the papers, but, still, she wondered if he’d seen daylight since she’d left this morning or been held in his mother’s arms.
         He’d been fed, yes, there was evidence of that, and he’d cried, as the neighbour had testified. She guessed that he’d cried
         and cried until eventually he’d given up and slept. It meant he’d be awake most of the evening, in Joanna’s care; he was learning
         to sleep during the day and get his entertainment in the evening.
     

      
      She ran a bath, assembling fresh clothes, baby shampoo, the thick white cream for his nappy rash. She sang, too, allowing
         the sound of her merriment to wake him naturally. Her body ached from having been on her feet in the shop all day, but she ignored that. Soon, if she was lucky, he’d play at her feet as she
         rested.
     

      
      ‘Hello, gorgeous!’

      
      He smiled at her, his interest immediate and intense, just as Holly’s had been at this age.

      
      ‘Shall we get you nice and clean? Play with the bubbles? Then we can do your animal puzzle together.’

      
      After the bath, his skin looked like a different fabric, shiny and pink. His eyes blazed with curiosity as he grabbed for
         the toys she offered.
     

      
      Phoning Suze on her mobile, she asked if there was any way she might take the following day off. Suze owned the gift shop
         where Joanna had worked for most of her adult life, at first part-time and then increasing her hours to full-time as the teenage
         Holly’s independence had grown.
     

      
      ‘Is it Holly?’

      
      ‘She’s like the living dead, Suze. I’m going to try to get her to the doctor’s, ask them for different medication. She can’t
         be left in charge of Mikey like this.’
     

      
      Suze clucked in sympathy. ‘I’ll sort something out. You just get things straight there.’

      
      In the living room Holly was almost halfway to sitting upright, like a patient who’d been propped with pillows against her
         will and was relying on gravity to return her to her preferred position.
     

      
      ‘We need to focus on Mikey,’ Joanna told her gently. ‘If you’re feeling like you can’t cope on your own, put him in the buggy
         and push him along to the shop to see me. It’ll break up the day a bit for you, stop it stretching out in front of you so
         much.’
     

      
      There was no reply.

      
      ‘We need to think about what he needs,’ she repeated, ‘and I think he needs a bit more of you.’
     

      
      At last Holly spoke, her voice powerless, the tone bleak. ‘He’d be better off without me.’

      
      ‘That’s not true.’ Joanna sat beside her with Mikey on her lap, twisting and squirming. It was as if all Holly’s vigour had
         been rerouted to him; he had hours of play in him. ‘What would help, Holly? Can you think of anything that would make things better for you? What would be your dream situation?’
     

      
      It was unusual for Joanna to urge her like this for she had been advised that such methods did not succeed, but on this occasion
         the pressure did seem to stir Holly from the depths of her despondency and a glimmer of emotion could be detected: it was
         pure yearning. ‘I want Sean,’ she said.
     

      
      ‘Sean,’ Joanna said, blandly, suppressing all criticism and distaste. She’d had three years’ practice by now, after all. Three
         years in which she had watched her daughter’s undesirable boyfriend become something far more troubling: an undesirable ex-boyfriend
         and co-parent. Sean was present now in their lives, in one form or another, forever, and yet never there when anyone actually needed him.
     

      
      ‘That’s all I want,’ Holly said, ‘just Sean.’ And Joanna did not dare correct her by adding ‘and Mikey’ for fear that Holly
         would contradict her and make plain once and for all what Joanna most dreaded, that the girl did not love her child, not as
         she should.
     

      
      Holly repeated her son’s father’s name one last time before dropping her gaze and sinking into the sofa, lowering herself
         once more below the surface of her solitary world.
     

      
      The morning after the accident, they all woke up late, Joanna first by a few minutes. She waited until she’d heard Mikey stir
         in the cot between the twin beds before scooping him up and kissing his face. You’re still here, she marvelled, you are still alive. You were saved by a man called James Maitland and I will never forget his name as long as I live. What the next disaster might be in his young life she couldn’t begin to guess, but for now she was content just to bury
         her nose in his soft, sleep-dampened hair and relish the living warmth of him.
     

      
      Presently, from the pillows of the other bed, came Holly’s voice: ‘I feel different.’

      
      Since she said the words almost to herself – using a soft, lilting kind of voice entirely unlike her customary monotone –
         Joanna wasn’t sure if she was expected to respond. Her immediate instinct was to soothe: ‘You had a terrible scare yesterday, love. We all did.’ She couldn’t quite elude the shudder
         that claimed her upper body at the word ‘scare’ and caused Mikey to look at her face in surprise. She beamed at him, saying
         in a bright voice, ‘A quieter day today, eh?’ Then, across to Holly: ‘I wouldn’t wish yesterday on my worst enemy.’
     

      
      ‘Worse emeny,’ Mikey mispronounced, keen to join in.

      
      At this, Holly slipped out of bed with unexpected agility and came to sit on the edge of Joanna’s, reaching at once for her
         son. Reluctantly, Joanna passed him to her, watched her daughter repeat her own grateful embrace of him.
     

      
      ‘I feel like … I feel like this was meant to happen,’ Holly said, then exclaimed, ‘Yes, that’s it! That’s it!’

      
      Startled by her sudden passion, Joanna asked, ‘What do you mean, Holls, what was “meant to happen”?’

      
      Holly turned to look at her. Her eyes were fully open and peculiarly alight. ‘Coming here, the accident, the way he was rescued
         – by a total stranger, Mum!’
     

      
      ‘Well, yes, I was just thinking about him,’ Joanna said. ‘What an amazing man!’

      
      Holly nodded eagerly. ‘It’s like some kind of second chance.’

      
      Joanna wasn’t sure she fully understood what her daughter was saying, but she summoned her tone of agreement as easily as
         she always did. ‘Something like this certainly makes you appreciate what you’ve already got.’ She gestured to their hotel
         room and added, chuckling, ‘Who needs The Ritz now?’
     

      
      ‘I know. The room’s actually really nice, isn’t it?’

      
      This was a reference to their disappointment with the hotel on arrival. A charmless, utilitarian 1970s structure, it was more
         reminiscent of an under-funded night school than the elegant mansion house Joanna had envisaged. Their room – evidently not
         the one pictured in the magazine spread – managed to be both sparsely furnished and uncomfortably crammed, especially once
         Mikey’s bulky travel cot had been constructed, and the bathroom was hardly more luxurious than their own at home, which was
         saying something. There was heavy traffic noise, too, and, no matter how athletically you craned, you had no view whatsoever of the tower or the river.
     

      
      ‘Come on, Mikes,’ Holly said, animatedly, ‘let’s sort out this nappy, shall we?’

      
      Joanna watched with curiosity as Holly set about changing and dressing her son with the vim of a woman beginning a spring
         clean she’d long been itching to get underway, speaking to him playfully as she did and finishing by sliding him safely to
         the floor to explore. Next, she dressed herself, before standing at the mirror with a hairbrush, still seeking Mikey’s eye
         in the glass and talking to his little reflection. It was a baffling spectacle when you considered that most days in the last
         two years she had not brushed her hair or washed her face or even changed out of her pyjamas. Some days she’d not eaten; on
         occasional ones, she’d not spoken. She’d certainly not spoken like this, in the excitable falsetto of a besotted new parent.
     

      
      ‘You’re probably in shock,’ Joanna told her. ‘What’s happened is the equivalent of an earthquake or a car crash. It’s no wonder
         you feel different.’ She echoed her daughter’s choice of adjective, thinking it kinder and safer than her own, which was ‘strange’.
     

      
      ‘But in a good way,’ Holly told her, nodding.

      
      ‘Right.’ Joanna simply could not remember the last time her daughter had uttered the phrase ‘in a good way’ – it was like
         hearing her speak a foreign language learned in secret. ‘I thought you might be in shock last night, as well. It was all so
         overwhelming, wasn’t it?’
     

      
      She cast her mind back uneasily to the period after the rescue: if Holly’s initial hysterical collapse had been anything to
         go by, she was on course to being hospitalised alongside Mikey, leaving Joanna to handle both his recovery and the procedural
         interviews. Instead, from the moment they were told by the emergency paediatrician that Mikey had survived his ordeal unharmed,
         that he would be able to return home with them that night, Holly had dried her tears, straightened her shoulders and become
         a capable, focused adult.
     

      
      During her interview with the police – just a formality, for the authorities seemed relieved by the outcome of the accident, especially when Holly agreed that she would be making no complaint
         regarding the safety fixtures of the boat – she’d hardly been in need of Joanna’s support at all. Afterwards, she’d held Mikey
         close as they returned to the hotel, whispering reassurances to him in exactly the right way and not once complaining of tiredness;
         she’d put him to bed, watching as he nodded off before whispering good night to Joanna and surrendering to sleep of her own.
     

      
      It was Joanna who felt as if her nerves had been shredded, never again to mend. It was Joanna who had been up in the night
         on the hotel computer, Googling accidents on the Seine, needing to know in black and white what Holly accepted as dumb luck
         – that infants did not often fall into the river and come out alive. Mikey’s rescue was extraordinary.
     

      
      Three times she had watched the BBC footage of a boat that had sunk further upstream a year ago, a young boy among the fatalities;
         that accident had been at night. Would Mikey have perished if theirs had been an evening cruise? Would the water have been
         colder, the light more dangerous, the hero less inclined to jump? Less reliable sources offered statistics that even allowing
         for exaggeration made the blood run cold. The fact was that, on paper, Mikey should be dead. She’d thought he was dead: she would never forget that ghastly moment of acceptance on the boat, the gigantic and silent nausea of it.
     

      
      Returning to their room in the dark and weaving on tiptoe through the awkward maze of available space, she had peered at the
         little boy in his travel cot, hardly able to believe he was here and not in the hospital morgue. He’d kicked off his blanket,
         the dark-blue outline of his pyjama-ed arms and legs stark against the white sheet. He looked whole and unscathed, with colour
         in his cheeks and healthy breath in his chest, a little Moses unaware of his watery adventure.
     

      
      At lunch in the café next door to the hotel Joanna suggested to Holly that they look up Mikey’s rescuer later that day; deliver
         him a present, perhaps.
     

      
      
      ‘Should we, though?’ she wondered aloud. ‘Disturb him on his wedding anniversary trip?’

      
      The police officer with the excellent English had told them this detail. Might they do better to keep a discreet distance?
         To say they’d already bothered him enough was an understatement. On the other hand, a news item on television earlier had
         shown the hero being interviewed at his hotel that morning, his manner friendly and cooperative, which implied he might be
         open to callers. In a way, it was odd for them all not to meet.
     

      
      ‘It’s only an anniversary,’ Holly said. ‘It’s not like it’s his honeymoon.’

      
      Having never been married herself, Joanna could only concede the distinction. ‘James Maitland,’ she said. ‘That’s what he’s
         called.’ She thought he sounded like the hero of a novel or a cartoon strip; a mortal who turned superhero after dark and,
         thankfully, in this case in broad daylight too. ‘I didn’t see him properly yesterday, did you?’
     

      
      ‘No,’ Holly said. ‘Only on TV today.’

      
      Joanna had hardly been able to glance at him after the rescue: once transported over the bridge, she and Holly had been escorted
         to the one of two ambulances that contained Mikey and had left for the hospital at once. Though Mikey was breathing well,
         the paramedics insisted on giving him oxygen and taking him in for tests and observation just the same. In any case, with
         Holly still inconsolable at this point, Joanna would have had little attention left over for the life saver even if he had
         directly approached them. As it was, she had heard from one of the hospital staff that he had received his medical treatment
         at the scene and been permitted to return to his hotel to rest.
     

      
      ‘I’ll go to his hotel,’ Holly said, decisively. She had devoured her omelette and fries, the first time in months Joanna had
         seen a cleared plate in front of her.
     

      
      Joanna was surprised. ‘On your own? Why don’t we all go? I’d love to say thank you and, anyway, he might like to see Mikey
         again, don’t you think? See that he’s really all right?’
     

      
      Holly lowered her mouth to plant a light kiss on the top of Mikey’s head; he sat contentedly on her lap, reaching for fries from Joanna’s plate. ‘It might be too much for him, Mum. For
         Mikey, I mean. He might get some sort of scary flashback. It’s only been twenty-four hours.’ She cupped a protective palm
         over the back of the boy’s head and gently stroked his hair. ‘When we’re home I’ll get some advice about it. Maybe he should
         even see a child psychologist or something? We don’t want him to develop a fear of water. It would be awful if he never learned
         to swim.’
     

      
      Joanna struggled to conceal her amazement. Holly sounded so sensible, so maternal, entirely unlike the parent she’d been at
         any but the rarest of occasions during her first twenty-one months on the job. And normally when they were in a café that
         did not provide a high chair, Mikey sat in her lap, not Holly’s.
     

      
      ‘If that’s all right with you,’ Holly added. ‘If you would be OK to stay with him while I’m out?’ And it was a request, not
         an assumption, another first. It made Joanna feel almost indignant that Holly felt she needed now to ask what she never had
         before, as if the arrangement they had had was ad hoc and not a long-term commitment on Joanna’s part.
     

      
      ‘Of course I’m OK,’ she said, good-naturedly. ‘We’ll go to the park, won’t we, Mikes? They’ve got a cl— sandpit, I noticed.’
         She was about to say climbing frame, but stopped herself. Mikey’s passion for climbing had got them into enough trouble for
         one holiday.
     

      
      ‘Great,’ Holly said. ‘The doctor said he could do normal activities today, so long as he’s kept warm and dry.’

      
      She looked completely sure of herself. The word that kept coming to Joanna’s mind was serene. Watching her play with Mikey,
         making rattles of the little sachets of sugar, Joanna had a memory of a film she’d seen in which a man had survived a plane
         crash and believed himself to be immortal. Was that what Holly was experiencing, then? The same feeling, but by proxy? Was
         it simply a standard manifestation of post-traumatic shock? And yet this perfect composure, this erasure of her previous state
         of mind, it was more like something you’d expect after a hard drive had been replaced. It was as if she’d been rebooted, turned off and restarted.
     

      
      It was the very opposite of how she, Joanna, felt. She was exhausted, overwhelmed, liable to burst into tears; her head –
         every sinew of her – was still too full of the near-tragedy of yesterday to make room for anything else. It was a relief,
         in a way, to not be going to meet James Maitland. The encounter might give her a scary flashback.
     

      
      ‘I thought I’d take some flowers,’ Holly said, ‘if I can find some on the way that aren’t too expensive.’

      
      Joanna nodded. ‘You need some euros, love?’

      
      ‘No, thank you, I’m fine. I’ve got enough.’

      
      Back in their hotel room, before she left them, Holly squeezed Mikey to her, crooning goodbye into his chest and making him
         giggle with the tickle of the vibrations of her voice against his skin. The joy on the little boy’s face was a gift in itself.
     

      
      Incredible, Joanna thought, truly incredible.

      
      Unable to halt it, she allowed a forbidden image to rise closer towards the light: a spirited teenager always in motion; a
         smart, vibrant girl who’d been on course to avoid all of the mistakes her mother had made – not repeat them. The original
         Holly, the real one. Could this really be possible? Was she going to get her daughter back, as well as her grandson? Or must she do with
         the thought what she’d learned to do with all her fantasies? Like the one about Adrian, the only man she had loved in twenty
         years, of going to him and saying, ‘I got it wrong, you were important, you are important …’ Countless times she’d rehearsed the lines in the deep of night, only in the morning to dismiss them as foolish,
         false, out of reach. And in the name of self-preservation, all of it.
     

      
      As she watched Holly open the door and cast a final look Mikey’s way before leaving, Joanna remembered again the character
         in the film. He had not been immortal, as it turned out; he had not been made invincible.
     

      
      He had been only lucky.

      
      *

      
      
      Holly had left her phone and cigarettes behind. Cigarettes, she could buy on the way if she had to – come to think of it,
         she had not smoked one today, which was revolutionary in itself – but Joanna half expected her to return for the phone, so
         unwilling was she normally to be parted from it, so painful the separation if ever she was. Even though she’d lost everyday
         touch with her friends, she kept it close for the sporadic messages she received from Sean.
     

      
      It rang almost straight away, of course, set at top volume, startling Joanna with whatever ringtone Holly favoured this week.
         Mikey looked up at once, toddled over to her and made a grab for it.
     

      
      ‘Mama phone,’ he said.

      
      ‘Yes. Shall we answer?’

      
      The name ‘Sean’ had appeared on the display.

      
      He was with another girl now, of course, one unburdened by motherhood – or a brain. For all her blindness to Sean’s faults,
         Holly was intelligent. But at least Letitia wasn’t someone Holly had known from before, an old schoolmate, one of the ones who had
         drifted off since their friend gave up college to have a baby. As if babies carried a contagious disease.
     

      
      She picked up the call, swallowing an anxious sigh before she spoke. ‘Hello, Sean, this is Joanna. Holly’s not here, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘Mmm, hi.’ Sean spoke in a mumble at the best of times, properly problematic on the phone when you could not see his mouth
         or glean clues from his body language. Without those accidental good looks of his to deceive you, he was, in her opinion,
         more imbecile than object of desire. ‘How’s Paris? All right?’
     

      
      ‘Fine. A bit tiring. There’s such a lot to see.’ Feeling sure Holly had not spoken to him during the weekend, Joanna thought
         it best not to mention his son’s near-fatal accident. Did they have a responsibility to do so? Holly did, surely, but the
         question of contacting him had not come up last night amid the battery of medical tests and succession of visits from officials.
         Still, however hopeless he was, he remained the boy’s father. She made a mental note to discuss the matter with Holly when
         she returned.
     

      
      
      ‘Mikey with you?’

      
      ‘Yes, he’s just here, right as rain. I’ll pass you over if you like?’ But after half a minute of bemused listening (was Sean
         actually saying anything to him?), Mikey dropped the phone to the floor without uttering a syllable, his eye caught by one
         of his toys at the foot of the nearest bed.
     

      
      Joanna returned the phone to her ear. ‘You still there, Sean?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ There was an awkward pause. ‘So, did Holls tell you what I said earlier?’
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