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  The water is getting cold; Lou has been in the bath a while. Whilst usually she prefers the swiftness of showers, very occasionally she likes to bathe, to linger and relax,

  surrounded by bubbles. She is shaping them into miniature mountain ranges, like she did as a girl. She laughs to herself as she sculpts two extra high peaks from her breasts, Everest and K2.




  She slides forward to twist on the hot tap with her toe. It’s a manoeuvre she’s done countless times: this is the bathroom of her childhood home, though only her mum, Irene, lives

  here now. The foam – given a second burst of life by the running water – billows in candyfloss clouds at her feet. Lou closes her eyes, inhales. Even the scent is redolent of her past:

  Lily of the Valley, her mother’s favourite.




  It is late evening and, after a long drive down from the Lakes, the worn avocado suite beckoned like an old friend. Lou lies back, warmth easing up her body and loosening her muscles. She

  listens. The sounds of the house are familiar: the wind in the trees outside – she misses those, her Brighton flat has none nearby; the plaintive hoot of an owl, so much less raucous than

  gulls. Through the faded pink shagpile carpet she can hear a deep male voice; her mother is watching television. Lou pictures Sofia sprawled on the counterpane in the next room, flicking through

  Sunday’s supplement, having discarded the paper that Irene gets delivered with a huff, unable to endure its political leanings.




  Lou would like Sofia to be in the bathroom with her, perched on the Lloyd Loom laundry basket, nattering. But it makes Irene edgy when she’s confronted with physical intimacy of any kind

  – Lou doubts her mum ever allowed her father to sit there when he was alive. Lou and Sofia’s displays of affection seem to make her mother especially tense, so they tend to avoid

  expressing any tenderness when she’s around.




  Lou shifts position; the bubbles float to the edge of the bath, revealing the slight dome of her belly. ‘Your little pot’, Sofia calls it. It galls Lou that her tummy is not as taut

  and flat as Sofia’s, when she’s the one who’s into exercise. But whilst the rest of her body is reasonably toned, it seems that no matter how hard Lou works out, the pot remains.

  If anything, it seems to be getting bigger.




  That’s odd, Lou thinks, I’m uneven. One side doesn’t match the other, close to my pubic bone.




  Maybe she’s not lying flat. She shifts again, carefully places one foot beside each tap to ensure she is symmetrical.




  But if anything it’s more marked. There, to her left, a bulge.




  A flutter of anxiety.




  Don’t be silly, she tells herself, it’s probably something you’ve eaten. But her stomach is up towards her breastbone, and it’s hardly as if she swallowed her roast

  potatoes whole at dinner.




  Maybe I just need the loo? she wonders. But she’s unconvinced, so she presses the area with her fingertips.




  Hmm. She can feel something. She presses the other side. It seems softer, less resistant. Perhaps the angle is different; she’s using her right hand. So she swaps to her left.




  She can even detect the shape, rounded, like an orange.




  Deep breaths. Don’t panic.




  She lies a moment longer, trying to take stock.




  She jumps out of the bath, half-dries herself, and runs into the bedroom with a towel clutched round her, not caring that her mother might catch her undressed in the hall.




  Sofia is lying on the bed, listening to her iPod. Dark curls scooped in a makeshift topknot, lace-ups discarded on the floor, hoodie slipping off one shoulder.




  Lou gestures at her to turn down the music.




  ‘I think I’ve found a lump,’ she declares. No point in softening it.




  Sofia sits up, unhooks her earphones. ‘Si?’




  Lou repeats it. ‘Here,’ she indicates.




  ‘Your pot?’




  Lou nods. She hopes her girlfriend will be able to provide a rational explanation. Though why she would have more insight than Lou Lord knows: she’s a web designer, not a doctor.




  ‘Can you see?’ Lou turns, drops the towel.




  Sofia inspects her belly. ‘Er . . . no.’




  ‘It’s bigger on one side than the other.’ Lou stands there, shifting from foot to foot. Even though they’ve been naked together countless times, the worry makes her

  self-conscious.




  Sofia squats down, twisting her head to examine fully. ‘It looks the same to me.’




  ‘Here.’ She takes Sofia’s hand, guides her to the spot. ‘No . . . Not like that, you won’t be able to feel anything. Prod harder.’




  ‘It will hurt.’




  ‘OK, I’ll lie down.’ Lou stretches out on the fleecy counterpane. She’s still wet from the bath, but no matter. ‘Now, look from here,’ she instructs, yanking

  Sofia down by her sleeve to her own eye level. ‘As if you’re me.’




  Sofia crouches down, rests her chin on Lou’s shoulder. A wave of her hair brushes against Lou’s cheek.




  ‘There,’ says Lou. ‘See?’




  *  *  *




  Cath is trapped in another world, lost in a vast public building, desperate to get somewhere, fast. Time is short – it’s a race against the clock – but there

  are hordes of people in her way, moving frustratingly slowly.




  ‘I’ve got to get through,’ she tries to explain to those around her, struggling to push past the throng, but no one acknowledges her pleas. Instead people leer at her,

  pale-faced and ghoulish, or turn their backs, unyielding. Eventually she reaches a barrier, guarded by a man in a white coat. Perhaps he can help her. He’s carrying a clipboard; he appears to

  be some kind of doctor – he has a stethoscope round his neck.




  ‘I must catch it,’ she begs. ‘It’s terribly important. It’s—’ She wants to tell him it’s a matter of life and death, yet can’t seem to get

  the words out.




  He blocks her path. ‘I’m afraid it’s too late,’ he says.




  She jerks awake with a gasp. Her heart is pounding; it takes a moment to ground herself, realize she is safe here in her room. The cat is wedged behind her on the pillow, as she often is; the

  gap in the curtains is at the end of the bed, as usual. Cath snuggles in tight to her husband, feeling her breasts and tummy against the smoothness of his back, easing her knees into the parallel

  Vs of his larger ones to calm herself, careful not to disturb him. Outside the warmth of the duvet the air is chilly; her arm is cold. She slides it under the covers too, inhales the comforting

  scent of his naked flesh as she does so; slightly honeyed, lemony. Beneath her palm she can sense the hairs on his chest, soft and curled. His breathing is deep and slow, it feels solid, just as he

  is. Gradually she feels her panic subside. It must be worry about the journey ahead, that’s all.




  Just then, Rich’s mobile goes off beside him, a frenzy of buzzing and vibrating. He stirs beneath her touch.




  ‘Bloody hell, that’s a bit much.’ She is jangled again.




  ‘Sorry.’ He reaches to switch it off. ‘I was worried we’d sleep through.’ He’s bleary. ‘I was having the weirdest dream . . . ’




  ‘Me too,’ says Cath.




  She’s just about to tell him about her nightmare when he says, ‘Amy Winehouse was in our kitchen, loading the dishwasher.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yeah . . . There she was, in one of those tight little dresses she used to wear, with her beehive piled high . . . Stacking plates. Very odd.’




  ‘Mad,’ says Cath.




  ‘Mind you . . . ’ he chuckles. ‘When did anyone ever have a dream that wasn’t strange?’




  ‘Yeah, it’s not like you wake up and say, “Ooh, last night I had a very conventional dream.”’ She laughs. Bless Rich for lightening her mood. She flings back

  the bedclothes. ‘Come on then, let’s get up.’




  Normally they emerge from sleep gradually. Cath wears earplugs to block Rich’s occasional snoring; he wakes to the muted talk of the radio, nudges her, and they both snooze a while before

  getting up for work. But not today. Their plane leaves in three hours; before that, they must drive from Meanwood in Leeds to Manchester Airport, over fifty miles away. They pull on clothes left

  out the night before, Rich gulps down coffee, Cath tea, and Cath puts down food for the cat.




  ‘No sign of sunrise yet,’ she says, as they lug their suitcases down the front steps. It’s mid-December; in a few days it will be the longest night of the year. Rich heaves the

  cases into the boot of the car and Cath gets into the passenger seat. The windscreen is icy. Rich removes the worst with a gloved hand while she waits for him inside, breath steaming white and

  cold.




  ‘Right,’ he exhales, getting in. He starts the ignition, turns to her and grins. ‘Ready to roll.’




  Cath waves goodbye to their red-brick terrace as Rich edges the car with a bump bump over the potholes that have been deepened by a succession of freezing winters, and out onto Grove

  Lane. They’ve barely gone half a mile past their local shops on the Otley Road when he suddenly brakes. Luckily, there’s no vehicle behind. He swivels to face her. ‘Did you feed

  Bessie?’




  ‘Yes. And I left the keys out for your sister. Now, come on. We’ll be late.’




  The ring road, frequently nose-to-tail with traffic, is ghostly quiet as they head past warehouses and budget hotel chains out of town. Presently they’re speeding across the Pennines. The

  M62 never sleeps, it seems; even though it’s not yet 6 a.m., lorries thunder down the inside lane, spewing spray from overnight sleet. Alongside, their hatchback feels small and vulnerable;

  Cath can feel the wind buffeting the side of the car. She rubs mist from the window so she can see: spies a cottage on a remote hillside, whitewashed and pale against the dark heather. She wonders

  who lives there, on the moor, whether they’re lonely with no one nearby. She tries to imagine her own life away from the city, their little house, the shops and park, far from anyone. It

  might be good for her artistically – she imagines she’d be so bored she’d have to occupy herself somehow – but she would crave company, miss her friends.




  She reaches for Rich, appreciating his presence, strokes the back of his neck where his hair is downy, going grey. He hates his neck, thinks it’s too thick and makes him look stupid, no

  matter how often she tells him it’s manly. ‘It’s almost fatter than my head,’ he claims.




  As if he can read her thoughts, he glances at her and smiles.




  She smiles back affectionately, pulls down the mirror on the back of the sun visor to check her own appearance.




  At last her hair is growing back properly. Initially it was a different texture entirely; still mousy, but curlier and thicker than it had been; a small consolation for everything she’d

  been through. But now it’s returned to its familiar form: thin, wispy, infuriating. She has to wear it short and layered, it won’t ‘do’ any other style. Nonetheless, she is

  pleased; at least she looks herself again. Though her skin remains grey and drawn and her eyes have lost some sparkle; she seems older, somehow. Worn.




  She hopes this trip will help. After the tsunami of emotions they’ve experienced in the last two years, they both deserve a good time.




  She thinks of the mountains that await them, dazzling whiter than white beneath bluer than blue. There will be dramatic peaks, there will be sun, there will be crystal-clear air . . .




  At once, a burst of excitement. Soon it’s Christmas, then New Year, and she can kiss goodbye to this vile twelve months forever.




  ‘We’re going on holiday!’ she says, and claps her hands.




  *  *  *




  Lou resists an impulse to wake Sofia. It’s 5 a.m., wouldn’t be fair.




  It’s all very well telling me not to worry, she thinks. If only it were that easy to switch off my mind.




  She rolls over onto her back, eases down her pyjama bottoms, checks her abdomen. Is it her imagination or does it feel tender? Though she could just be bruised from all the prodding.




  The previous evening they had scoured the Internet for possible diagnoses. Sofia homed in on less dramatic conditions (including, to Lou’s irritation, constipation), but Lou is still

  convinced it’s something worse. They’d wondered about calling a medical helpline, then decided it was too late and not really an emergency. ‘Let’s go to bed,’ Sofia

  had urged. ‘We can ring the doctor in the morning. We’ll get you an appointment as soon possible.’




  So Lou is here, in one of the twin divans her mother insists on giving them. These days Irene runs the family home as a B. & B., and this is the room they’ve been allocated, even

  though her mother doesn’t take guests over the Christmas holidays, so there’s a much larger double free next door. ‘She is like a woman from the 1950s, your mum,’ Sofia had

  moaned. ‘Even in Spain, most mothers are not so strict. Does she believe it will stop us having sex?’ ‘It’ll stop her having to admit we do,’Lou had replied. Her

  mother’s propensity for denial would be laughable had not vast swathes of Lou’s life gone painfully unacknowledged as a result.




  Lou continues the exploration. She knows she’s being obsessive, yet she’s vaguely hoping it will ease her fear, and at least in the dark, in the silence, she can concentrate. With

  both hands she locates the lump again. It feels huge. How can she have missed it until today? She presses it; it makes her need to pee.




  Sofia stirs and rolls over. Lou holds her breath – she could do with Sofia to murmur sleepy consolation, soothe her – but she doesn’t wake.




  Lou persists with her mission, fingertips slow, ominous, tarantula-like. If the lump were in the middle, she’d concede it was just the way her body is made. It’s the alien asymmetry

  that most alarms her. She swallows her fear. She can’t – she won’t – allow that notion to gain hold.




  She puts her counsellor head on, thinks what she would say if she were a client. She is better at giving advice than receiving it. Perhaps she should make a list of symptoms to report to the

  doctor.




  

    1. I need the loo quite a lot – more than Sofia.




    2. My periods are heavier than they used to be.


  




  She’s made allowances for her bladder – sitting on the end of a row in the cinema, snatching any opportunity to go to the toilet on protracted journeys lest she get caught short

  – for as long as she can remember. But she’s hardly incontinent and her periods aren’t that bad. Many women suffer from much worse.




  Otherwise, she’s pretty fit. She can do a hundred sit-ups in succession, easy, so there’s nothing wrong with her muscles. She doesn’t drink much; her diet is almost exemplary.

  So what on earth is it? If something major were wrong, wouldn’t she be in some kind of pain?




  None of this is helping. It’s only raising more questions, sending her thoughts spinning. And whichever way she turns them, she ends up with the same answer, like a ball on a roulette

  wheel that lands on the same number, time and again.




  *  *  *




  The plane rumbles along the runway, gathering speed. Cath watches the airport blur past, grips the seat arms with clammy palms, waiting for the wheels to lift from the ground.

  In the seat in front of her a toddler is crying.




  Poor thing, she thinks. I hate take-off and landing, too.




  That’s when she has heard most accidents happen, and certainly it’s when there’s no escaping the absurdity of spewing a vast metal object into the sky. When they’re

  cruising tens of thousands of feet up, Cath can suspend disbelief, imagine she’s just in some strange tube-shaped cinema, watching the sun and clouds through the misty porthole like a

  film.




  Faster and faster they go: she can’t believe they’re not yet airborne . . .




  Finally – whoooosh! – they’re up.




  Phew.




  She’s been holding her breath the entire time.




  She sits back, relaxes. Shortly the ‘Fasten seatbelts’ sign goes off, and the child in front stops wailing. Cath can feel him jolting the chair, wriggling, restless, so she scratches

  the white antimacassar above his head to get his attention. He peers round the gap between the seats. His face is tear-stained.




  ‘Hello,’ she says, and smiles.




  He ducks away, wary. Shortly he re-emerges, wide-eyed, curious.




  ‘Boo!’ says Cath.




  Again he disappears, and a few seconds later he’s back.




  She hides her face behind her hands, then quickly removes them. ‘Boo!’




  He giggles.




  What a sweetie, Cath thinks.




  So now there’s just landing, then her first skiing lesson, to get through. She’s dreading that. Cath was never good at PE; she was the girl at school who took every opportunity to

  skive and sit on the bench, and skiing will require not just aptitude but bravery too.




  Still, having stared at her own mortality in the mirror, nothing frightens her quite as much as it did.




  *  *  *




  It’s no good: Lou can’t rest, and now she can hear birds – at this time of year it must be a robin, laying claim to its territory. Perhaps she doesn’t

  miss those trees after all.




  She gets up, impatient, throwing back the sheets. At least with Sofia in a separate bed it’s easier not to wake her.




  She raises the blind a touch to help her see, rummages through her holdall for appropriate clothes, retrieves her trainers from the floor and tiptoes into the bathroom to pull on her tracksuit.

  She has to do something with this nervous energy.




  Down the stairs, softly, softly. Her mother is the lightest sleeper; Lou can’t face a dressing-gowned inquisition on top of her own anxiety. She eases back the bolts on the front door,

  praying they won’t clank, and then she’s out and on the drive.




  She inhales fresh air deep into her lungs, and, without stretching – the desire to get moving far outweighing any concerns of injury – she’s off down the lane.




  The house is on the outskirts of town. Bare, tangle-twigged hedgerows rise on either side of her. In the distance are gently undulating fields, ploughed and ready for planting. Dawn is

  approaching; mist rising from the valley, spectral grey on brown.




  It takes a minute or two for her muscles to warm up and to hit her stride. Ah, that’s better – the rhythm helps calm her, each footfall brings with it increased lucidity, shaking

  down thoughts like rice in a jar so they no longer crowd her.




  Sofia must be right. Would she be able to sprint like this if she was really ill? Of course not.




  It’s just, things have been going so well lately. The two of them are looking to buy a place together; her job counselling kids who’ve been excluded from school is easier now

  she’s no longer such a novice. It would be typical if something were to trip her up.




  As if to comment on her thoughts, a driver toots, forcing her into the kerb, then overtakes at speed in a glistening Audi.




  What’s the hurry? thinks Lou, annoyed.




  She decides to get off the main road. Hitchin is commuter-belt territory; even this early, people are heading to work.




  She turns left through a kissing gate and onto the common. The riverside path weaves through alder trees and the arching stems of pendulous sedge. In the reed beds frogs will be mating come

  early spring, then there will be tadpoles just like the ones she and her sister used to collect in jam jars when they were small. And there in the grazing pasture are the cattle: English Longhorns,

  an ancient, placid breed. They raise their heads from the vegetation to gaze at her, bemused.




  She takes her cue, reduces her pace.




  You can run but you can’t flee, she tells herself.




  Two laps later, she’s feeling less agitated. As she jogs out onto the road once more, she has an idea. Yes, why not? She’ll go back that way, through town.




  She slows to a walk as she approaches the entrance, a mark of respect. She briefly wonders if anyone will mind that she’s in her exercise gear, then remembers it’s most unlikely

  there will be other visitors at this time.




  It’s been a while, but she finds the spot quickly and kneels down. The ground is damp with frost.




  How strange to think of him beneath this soil.




  Even after all these years, she still misses him. She wishes that she could talk to him; so much has happened since he died. She’s finished her training, moved to Brighton, come out to her

  mother . . . And now, this lump. What would he say about that?




  In part he’s what’s made her so jumpy. She’s thrown right back to the experience of his illness: the protracted demise, the pain and fear, the loss of dignity. He became so

  thin and fragile, a ghost of his former self. The prospect of going through anything even remotely similar to her father terrifies her.




  Lou plucks at the grass, struggling with her memories. Although most plants have withered in the cold, the hump still needs weeding, she thinks abstractedly. It can’t have been done in a

  while. She’s surprised her mother hasn’t tended it – Irene’s garden at the B. & B. is immaculate: every pot diligently planted with winter pansies, the drive lined with

  snowdrops, just beginning to push through. Maybe she doesn’t come here much, can’t face it. Lou finds that notion strange, but that’s her mum all over.




  She yanks at the weeds more deliberately, uses her nails to prise them from the cold soil, working from the front of the plot to the back. Soon she’s collected a little pile of wilted

  leaves. She smoothes the earth with her palms, sits back to check her handiwork. The couch grass will need a fork, but it’s a start.
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  ‘That’ll be Mummy,’ says Lou. ‘Do you want to buzz her in?’




  She follows Molly to the intercom. Small fingers reach up to hit the button.




  ‘Let’s watch her come upstairs,’ Lou suggests. Together they go to the landing; she lifts Molly so she can see over the banister.




  Lou and Sofia live in a studio flat on the top floor of a three-storey house – she and Molly hear Karen’s footsteps before they see her. Eventually she comes into sight: chestnut

  hair and anorak soaked from the rain.




  ‘Mummy!’




  Karen looks up from the floor below, her cheeks rosy from being outside. ‘Hello, Molster,’ she smiles. When she reaches them she bends to kiss her daughter.




  ‘Ew, you’re wet,’ says Molly. ‘And don’t call me Molster.’




  ‘Sorry.’ Karen glances at Lou. ‘Everything OK?’




  Lou nods. ‘We’ve had a great time, haven’t we?’




  ‘We’ve done a funny drawing,’ says Molly.




  ‘Ooh,’ says Karen. ‘Why is it funny?’




  ‘It’s a plan for the allotment,’ says Lou. ‘She wanted to plant seeds – she saw the ones I’d ordered from the catalogue – but I told her it wasn’t

  the right time of year. So we did a plan instead.’




  ‘Come and see!’ says Molly. The three of them head into the kitchen.




  ‘It’s really great of you to have her,’ says Karen, peering at the drawing.




  ‘No problem at all,’ says Lou. She looks at the combination of her own adult handwriting alongside Molly’s enthusiastic colouring-in and smiles. ‘I’ve enjoyed

  it.’




  ‘Well, you know Molly’s your number one fan.’




  That pleases Lou. The feeling is mutual. ‘Have you time for a cup of tea?’




  Karen pushes damp tendrils from her face. ‘I guess I have – just a swift one.’




  ‘Here, let me.’ Lou takes Karen’s coat, hangs it on the radiator to dry.




  Karen stands gazing out of the window. The street of Victorian terraced houses looks tired and tatty, a hotchpotch of mismatched dirty pastel frontages. Beyond it the sea is dark and dreary.

  Even the pier seems to be struggling to remain bright and cheerful with its gaudy lights flashing in the drizzle and fairground attractions empty.




  ‘So how are you?’ says Lou, catching Karen’s wistful expression.




  Karen sighs. ‘OK, I guess.’ Molly is winding herself round her legs like a cat. Karen glances down at her daughter, strokes her hair. She looks up and smiles wanly at Lou.

  ‘I’ve been worse.’




  Lou nods, recognizing Karen’s sadness. She pauses, unsure whether to make this observation, decides it’s better to do so: ‘It must be tough, the run-up to . . . well, you

  know.’




  Karen swallows. Lou can see she is fighting back tears, which must have been near the surface. Oh dear, she thinks, perhaps I shouldn’t have brought it up with Molly here. But there are

  enough people scared of mentioning what Karen’s been through; Lou doesn’t want to be one of them.




  Karen struggles to keep her voice steady. ‘It’s our first Christmas without him.’




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ Lou says. ‘I should have thought.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ says Karen.




  But Lou feels dreadful. She’s been too wrapped up in herself; first enjoying the Lakes with Sofia, then preoccupied with this wretched lump. Yet she, more than anyone, ought to have

  remembered how her friend would be feeling. Lou was with Karen when her husband died the previous February.




  The kettle has boiled. Within seconds Lou is handing over a steaming brew. It seems inadequate but Karen takes it gratefully.




  ‘Molly, love,’ Lou says gently. Molly has stopped entwining, is eyeing her mother. ‘Would you like to watch Princess Aurora for a bit while Mummy and I have a

  chat?’ Karen brought the DVD when she dropped off her daughter; it’s Molly’s favourite.




  ‘I’ve seen it already,’ says Molly.




  ‘It’s all right,’ says Karen. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.’ She goes over to the sofa, adjusts a couple of cushions so she can sit down. Molly clambers

  onto her knee, all pink and pastel against her mother’s olive greens and browns.




  Karen continues stroking her daughter’s hair, running comblike fingers away from her forehead. Molly wrinkles her nose and pouts. Karen, lost in her thoughts, doesn’t see; the motion

  seems more to comfort herself than Molly. Lou switches on the TV anyway, flicks it to a children’s programme. Soon Molly is transfixed by the antics of a giant-eyed CGI bunny, so when Karen

  clutches her tight and kisses the top of her head repeatedly, she barely registers.




  ‘Biscuit?’ Lou reaches for the tin.




  ‘Why not?’ Karen takes a digestive and breaks off a chunk for Molly. ‘Actually, we’re having a little family gathering on Christmas Eve, in the day, to remember Simon,

  you know. I thought it would be nice for the children. As well as for me and the grown-ups, obviously.’ She’s regained her composure; Lou can’t help but feel relieved.

  ‘I’d love you to come if you’d like?’




  Although Karen has become a good friend in the last ten months, Lou hesitates. ‘If it’s just family, I’m not sure . . . I wouldn’t want to intrude.’




  ‘It won’t be entirely relatives – you can bring Sofia, and Anna’s coming as well. There’s no ceremony or anything formal – it’s a party. We’re

  having bubbly. And cake . . . ’




  ‘OK.’ Lou grins. ‘Thank you. That would be lovely.’




  When Karen has gone, Lou checks the clock: it’s a while before she’s due to leave for the doctor’s, where she’s been promised an appointment last thing.




  Lou had been hoping to tell Karen about the lump, but it didn’t seem appropriate in the circumstances. It’s been good having Molly to look after, kept her worries in perspective. She

  bends to pick up the cushions she and Molly used to make a train on the floor.




  Poor Karen, no wonder she was so tearful, she thinks, plumping the sofa. I can only begin to imagine what it’s like, losing your partner that suddenly. Simon died of a heart attack one

  morning on the train. Karen was with him, Lou witnessed everything. She is haunted by the memory of the 07:44 to Victoria. One moment she was half watching people as she dozed; across the aisle was

  Simon, stroking Karen’s hand. The next: boof! He was gone, and there was nothing anyone could do to revive him. If there’s one thing Lou has learned, it’s that you never

  know what’s coming to knock you off course.




  *  *  *




  Down, swish, down, swish, down, swish; Cath is gaining confidence, becoming more stable on her skis, able to go faster. The instructor is ahead of her;

  she’s following in his tracks, her first blue run. Here’s the scary bit – the steep gradient she has been dreading. From the cable car she’s seen more proficient skiers fall

  foul of it. They’re early in the season and even though they’ve chosen a resort at a particularly high altitude, it’s not snowed in days, so it’s icy in patches. But she

  hasn’t the time to get really nervous; she’s in the present, eyes on Claude, carving the same sweeping curves as best she can.




  Along, turn, bend the knees, swoosh; along . . . and swoooooooooosh! She pulls up beside him with a spray of powder, triumphant.




  He lifts his goggles and beams at her. ‘Well done, Cathy!’




  Her name isn’t Cathy, it’s Cath, but she lets it pass because he’s young and good-looking and it sounds extremely charming with a Gallic accent.




  She beams back.




  ‘Much less snowplough and more skis parallel. You are getting so much better!’




  Her grin broadens.




  ‘Now, once more up in the lift and we do it again.’




  Damn. She thought that was it for the day and wanted to finish on a personal best. Next time she’s bound to fall. Dutifully, she staggers after him, skis skidding diagonally like a clumsy

  duck, and joins the queue to return up the mountain.




  Rich was right, she realizes as she edges forward in line, it’s taking her out of herself, learning to ski. She’s been so focused, so determined to master at least the basics, she

  hasn’t had time to worry or analyse anything else, and that’s been such a change, a joy. For the first time in ages her nervousness has been excitement, not fear, and her muscles have

  ached as the result of exercise rather than chemo. She’d not been at all sure beforehand; she’d had moments of believing the holiday was just a ruse for Rich, a skier since childhood,

  to indulge his own passions. But her husband isn’t so self-centred, and he is aware how fragile she’s been.




  Later, she and Rich are sitting on a wooden bench by their locker, struggling to remove their boots, when Cath has an urge to say, ‘Thank you for making me come.’




  ‘No worries,’ says Rich. But he remains focused on clasps and Velcro – she doesn’t think he’s taken it in. She wants him to know he understood what was good for her

  better than she understood herself.




  She places a damp gloved hand over his. ‘No, I mean it. I appreciate your persuading me. I’m having such a good time. I feel much better, really I do.’




  ‘That’s great,’ he says, swapping his hand so it’s over hers, and squeezing it.
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  The party seems well under way; Lou can hear voices as she and Sofia lock their bicycles to the drainpipe of Karen’s 1930s semi. Lou rings the bell: it ding-dongs like

  the ‘Avon Calling’ ads of her youth.




  ‘Get that, will you, someone?’ she hears Karen call.




  Anna opens the door. She’s dressed in a slim-fitting black shift dress that emphasizes her height and figure. Her makeup is perfect, dramatic as always, her bob sleek. Although Lou has

  washed her hair and has her favourite T-shirt on, she feels hot from cycling and scruffy next to Anna.




  ‘Lou! Sofia!’ Anna kisses each on the cheek vigorously. ‘Before we go in’ – she leans in to Lou – ‘tell me. How was the doctor?’ Lou had confided

  her concerns on the phone the night before.




  ‘He couldn’t really say much,’ says Lou. ‘But let’s get a drink and I’ll tell you.’




  They squeeze past a cluster of grown-ups standing in the hall, chatting. One is Karen. She’s in a chiffon blouse and surprisingly trendy jeans. Lou can tell she’s made an effort to

  look her best – it’s strange to see her wearing lipstick. ‘Hello, hello,’ she says when she sees them. ‘Glad you could make it.’ She turns to the people she has

  been talking to. ‘Excuse me, just want to have a quick word with these friends.’ They head through to the kitchen.




  ‘Pop your cycling stuff under the table if you like,’ says Karen.




  Lou and Sofia do as she suggests, one helmet atop the other.




  ‘Bubbly?’ offers Anna.




  They both nod, and Anna deftly pours them each a glass.




  ‘Anna tells me you’ve had a bit of a scare this week,’ says Karen.




  Lou is taken aback that they’ve plunged straight into the subject, but perhaps she shouldn’t be – the fact that she met these two women on the day Karen’s husband died

  has fast-tracked their intimacy. They’ve shared so much, why not this?




  ‘Mm,’ she says. ‘I’ve found this lump in my lower abdomen, so I went to the doctor.’




  ‘What did he say?’




  ‘He couldn’t be that specific.’ Lou is about to elaborate when she recalls the occasion. ‘Anyway, it’s OK. I’ll be OK. I’ll tell you another day. You go

  and mingle.’




  ‘No, no,’ says Karen. ‘I want to know.’




  Typical Karen, thinks Lou, always more interested in others than herself. Having started, Lou will have to finish. ‘It seems I have some sort of tumour in, er . . . ’ – she

  checks no one else is listening – ‘my uterus.’




  Karen frowns. ‘Nothing serious, I hope?’




  ‘You told me the doctor said it was probably . . . what is the name . . . ? A fibroid,’ Sofia offers.




  ‘Or cyst,’ adds Lou. ‘But we don’t know yet.’




  Karen continues to look perturbed.




  Lou is still afraid it’s something worse but knows she mustn’t bring her private gloom into such a difficult occasion. ‘Don’t worry. Whatever it is, he said it’s

  most unlikely to be malignant.’




  ‘Oh, that’s a relief.’




  ‘I’ve got to go for a scan on Monday.’




  ‘Your poor thing,’ says Karen. ‘That’s no fun.’




  ‘I’ll be all right.’




  ‘I had scans when I was pregnant and they can be a bit daunting.’




  ‘Really?’ says Lou.




  ‘Depends how you are with . . . um . . . hospitals.’ Karen gulps. We really ought to change the subject, Lou thinks. ‘I mean, usually doctors are fine, but sometimes, and

  I’m sure they don’t mean to be, they can be a bit brusque. And, you know, it can be hard to take everything in.’




  ‘I must come with you,’ says Sofia.




  ‘But you’ve got work,’ says Lou.




  ‘Take her,’ urges Karen. ‘She can listen too, in case you miss something.’




  ‘If you insist.’ Lou relents. She’s used to counselling others, is not entirely comfortable with the notion of needing her own hand held, but it seems good advice.

  ‘Enough of me. Did you hear Sofia got promoted last week?’




  ‘No! Sofia, well done!’ says Anna. ‘So what does that make you now?’




  ‘I’m a partner,’ Sofia grins.




  ‘Wow.’ Anna stands back, impressed.




  ‘I will be doing less of the web design work and more consultancy,’ she says.




  As Sofia continues talking about her job, Lou takes a look around her. Karen’s place is such a contrast to their little attic and she wonders if she and Sofia will ever live in a proper

  house like this, filled with Christmas decorations and cards from other families. Nevertheless, there are similarities. The kitchen walls bear witness to years of fingerprints and spillages. They

  need painting as badly as hers and Sofia’s do. Outside the window, the patio garden looks badly in need of some TLC. But it’s just not possible to do it all with kids as young as

  Karen’s; nor, in Lou’s opinion, should it really matter. Pristine homes be damned. Karen has had a hideous year, it’s incredible she’s not sunk under the strain, yet

  she’s still here, smiling and welcoming guests.




  Even if it’s a front – and Lou has seen Karen weeping often enough to know that in many ways it is – it’s laudable. Fleetingly, she wonders what’s kept Karen going.

  And then she remembers the way she was with Molly, the comfort she has gleaned from her daughter. Though Lou is not a mother, she does work with kids. It’s another way her life echoes

  Karen’s; the way children both drain and sustain them.




  *  *  *




  After a morning of fresh air, concentration and exercise, Cath is so hungry she devours her lunch in minutes. The menu is nothing to write home about – baguettes filled

  with rubbery cheese or ham, too-dry toasted sandwiches, slippery omelettes and chips: only the hot chocolate is exceptional. Doubtless the owners know they have a captive audience; the cafe is at

  the hub of the resort. Rich has had to dash off to his lesson for advanced skiers, but Cath is in no hurry to leave. The terrace is perfectly situated to take in the Alpine views and

  people-watch.




  Climbing up the mountain to the left of her is a red run, ‘a cinch’ according to Rich; Cath finds it intimidating merely to look at. She watches a group of young snowboarders with a

  mixture of envy and awe. Such agility and assurance, such recklessness – she can’t imagine ever being that bold. They are laughing and joking, poking fun at each other and the world.

  With their array of headgear – a court jester, a black bowler with devil’s horns, a Mad Hatter, a furry pig’s head – they remind Cath of a band of travelling players.




  To her right is the top of the lift that returns skiers from the blue run she conquered for the first time last week. Round and round it spews endless brightly coloured holidaymakers back onto

  the snow, as if they were sweets on a factory line. Most head straight back down the slopes again, dogged and purposeful, but one couple fail to cope with the speed at which they are ejected, and

  tumble giggling and inept, skis zigzagging madly.




  Sweeping close by her is the gentle gradient of the nursery slope. It’s here that dozens of children follow in the wake of instructors, diminutive trains of helmeted focus. Some are so

  small Cath is amazed they can walk, let alone ski. Yet ski they do, limbs constrained by padding, with a fearlessness and enthusiasm that exceeds that of their adult counterparts. Cath wishes

  she’d learnt when she was as young and open; the dread of falling seems to mean nothing to them. There’s something about the way they form a succession of triangles, legs angled

  outwards one way, skis to slow their speed another, that she finds touching. She’s just thinking of her nephews, eight-year-old twins Alfie and Dom, and how much they would love this –

  they are such physical boys, and they’ve not yet hit that age when cynicism sets in, when it’s important to be cool, not to be caught trying – when, WHOOPS! a little girl,

  right at the back of one of the trains, loses her balance and falls over.




  Ouch! Cath says to herself, then sees the child struggle to get back up whilst keeping her skis on her feet. But she slips and falls again.




  It takes a moment for the instructor to notice what has happened. ‘Ici, Angeline, lève-toi!’ he shouts up at her from the bottom of the slope.




  Angeline tries again, to no avail. Cath feels her distress and fear; she’s fallen herself many times. Oh, the confusion over what limbs to move, how to push up on the skis with gravity

  pulling you downhill.




  ‘Comme ça!’ The instructor tries to show Angeline how to raise herself to standing, but he is a long way from her, powerless to really help, and his encouragement only

  makes her more flustered. Cath can tell she feels the pressure of a dozen impatient classmates, waiting. She is much nearer to Angeline than he is. As hurriedly as she can, she clumps across the

  snow – darn her ski boots, they’re so stiff and difficult to walk in, she’s like a slow-motion storm trooper. Presently she is standing over the little girl.




  ‘Here,’ she says, and holds out a hand.




  The child looks up, worried.




  ‘It’s OK,’ says Cath, softly. She wishes she spoke better French.




  Grateful, the little girl reaches out, and Cath braces her legs so that Angeline can yank herself up.




  ‘Merci.’




  Cath steps back and watches her shoot off down the hill, wobbly and precarious on her skis, but upright.




  She returns to the cafe, sits down again.




  Then, suddenly, like a gale-force wind whooshing over the mountains onto the terrace, it hits her, right in her lower abdomen.




  A longing, primal and powerful, so overwhelming she nearly falls from her chair.




  She’s put her desires and hopes on hold for such a long while – she had no choice but to do so – but now it seems a familiar yearning is making itself felt once more.




  *




  She’d still been woozy from anaesthetic when the oncologist had finally come to her bedside. Rich had been sitting next to her, on one of the hospital plastic chairs,

  waiting in trepidation for the doctor to do his rounds.




  ‘So how did it go?’ Cath had asked. She’d tried to prop herself up on an elbow, but hadn’t the strength; there were stitches across her abdomen. She was forced to lie

  back on her pillow.




  ‘Good,’ the oncologist had nodded. ‘The chemotherapy shrank the tumours enough so we could operate much more easily.’




  ‘That’s great,’ Rich had said and smiled at her.




  But Cath had remained uneasy. ‘And my ovaries?’




  ‘We wanted to be sure we’d removed all the cancer,’ the doctor said.




  ‘So . . . ?’




  ‘The good news is it hasn’t spread. We have caught it in time.’




  ‘But my ovaries?’ She had to know.




  ‘We had to remove them.’




  ‘Completely?’




  ‘Completely.’ The word stabbed more than any scalpel. Cath closed her eyes as if shutting out the world might obliterate her pain.




  *




  She buttons her jacket up fully, ready to leave. She should talk to her husband soon; this holiday is a good moment, surely. It’s an uncomfortable conversation to have to

  have, but eighteen months have passed since the surgery, and there is no point in putting it off any longer. Time is ticking; they can’t afford to.
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  ‘Louise Burgess?’ calls a man in a pale-blue coat.




  Lou rises from her chair. ‘That’s me.’




  ‘This way, please.’




  He leads Lou and Sofia from the hospital waiting room.




  ‘I take it you’re a friend?’ he asks Sofia, over his shoulder.




  ‘Partner.’




  ‘Oh. Well, I’m the radiographer.’ He addresses Lou. ‘Please would you mind taking off your clothes and putting on this hospital gown?’ He draws a curtain so she can

  do so in private.




  Lou is desperate for a pee. She’s been told to come with a full bladder, and wriggling out of her jeans and knickers makes it worse. She needs to go so badly she can’t even worry

  about the scan – she can only focus on getting it over with. She flings her clothes on the floor and doesn’t bother doing up the ties of the gown.




  ‘Could you lie down here?’The radiographer pats the couch next to the ultrasound machine. ‘Now I’m going to spread some of this gel onto your tummy.’




  Lord, it’s cold.




  ‘What’s that for?’ Sofia steps closer to look.




  ‘It helps transmission of sound waves to and from the microphone. They bounce off the organs inside your body. In this instance the womb. This computer’ – he gesticulates

  – ‘then turns the reflected waves into a picture.’




  Sofia peers at the screen. ‘Fascinating.’




  Lou wishes they would shut up so he can get on with it. She’s going to wee on him otherwise.




  ‘Do you want to see?’ he asks her.




  ‘I guess,’ says Lou, though the prospect fills her with dread.




  He turns the monitor towards her and as he moves the microphone back and forth, Lou can make out fuzzy black-and-white shapes, like a TV with its aerial missing, picking up a ghostly channel.

  What they indicate she has no idea.




  Sofia steps closer and takes hold of Lou’s hand. ‘Are you OK?’




  Lou nods. ‘Can you see what’s wrong?’ she asks the radiographer, and grips Sofia’s palm.




  *  *  *




  In the evening, the sanctuary of the chalet is a well-earned antidote to the challenges of the slopes: if daytimes are marked by bright sunlight and views stretching for miles

  across mountaintops, nights are cosy and burrow-like. There is soft lighting, a log stove, and the warm hues of pine-clad walls offset by the deep reds of the local Savoie decor. A chicken

  casserole is stewing in the oven and Rich is flopped on the sofa in his favourite tracksuit, his face pink and shiny from hours in the fresh air followed by a bath. He looks so healthy and happy,

  Cath feels a surge of love for him. She’s proud of him, his physical ability, his sportsmanship.




  ‘Can I get you a beer?’ she offers.




  ‘I think I’d prefer wine.’




  She’ll have a glass too; it might help lubricate their conversation. She fetches two glasses and the bottle from the kitchen. ‘There’s something I want to talk to you

  about,’ she says.




  ‘Oh?’ It’s a lousy corkscrew. He sees her struggling. ‘Here, let me.’




  She passes over the bottle. ‘It’s just I was thinking today, about . . . Um . . . ’ Lord, how should she tackle this? She should have planned it. He looks up, concerned. She

  adds, ‘It’s nothing bad, though.’




  ‘Thank goodness.’ A defiant pop and the wine is open.




  ‘Obviously the treatment finishing and being told I don’t need to go back to the hospital for another six months is great news. I’m still so relieved I can hardly believe

  it.’




  Rich nods. He fills their glasses and raises one to toast her. ‘Fantastic.’ He moves his legs to make room for her. ‘It’s a real milestone.’




  Cath sits down. ‘But I know, well, you know, the cancer could come back, at some point. Maybe not now, maybe not for years. We don’t know. Being free of it only means I’m clear

  at the moment, not forever.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose, but I don’t think we should think like that.’




  Cath flinches. This is as hard for her to say as for him to hear. ‘But we do have to think like that, honey, really. In terms of the big decisions we make, we do.’




  Rich frowns; she is aware he doesn’t like her talking like this. He’s said he finds it hard because he loves her; nonetheless they can’t deceive themselves.




  She hesitates, then, out of nowhere, she starts to cry. Giant tears plop forth, unstoppable. It takes her aback as much as it does Rich; she puts down her glass so she can gather herself.




  Rich moves closer to her. ‘Oh love, don’t. You’ve been so happy this week, it’s been such a wonderful end to such a rotten year, don’t bring yourself down.

  It’s OK, you’re OK . . . You’ve made it. You’re out the other side, you did it.’




  ‘Sorry.’ Cath sniffs loudly. ‘I don’t know where that came from.’ She wipes her eyes on her sleeve.




  Rich smiles at her. ‘Well, you’ve not cried all week, so the tears were probably bursting to get out, wondering why they’d not been given an airing.’




  It’s true; ever since her original diagnosis, Cath has cried an awful lot. But they’re still not talking about what she’s been trying to say. ‘It’s not the cancer

  that’s getting to me, it’s something different.’ She stretches her legs out on top of his and gently nudges him, a signal to stroke her feet. Rich obliges. Perhaps she’ll

  start at the end, not the beginning. ‘After you’d gone to your lesson yesterday, I was watching the children on the nursery slopes . . . Anyway, since then I’ve been thinking . .

  . ’ She checks her husband’s reaction. He has stopped smiling, appears curious, uncertain. ‘Ever since I was ill, it changed my perspective. My priorities shifted, I re-evaluated

  what matters.’




  ‘Me too,’ he says. They’ve spoken of this before.




  ‘It made me see how important my friends and family – and you, especially – are to me. I want to make a fresh start next year, and you know I don’t find my job at the

  gallery that challenging . . . ’ Another deep breath, then she bursts out, ‘I want to have a baby.’




  He looks perplexed. ‘But I thought . . . We were told, after the treatment, that, um . . . it wouldn’t be possible.’




  ‘I know!’ Now she is sobbing so loud, she can hear she sounds ridiculous. She hopes Rich doesn’t see her tears as blackmail, yet is powerless to stop. ‘You

  don’t have to remind me they’ve removed my stupid ovaries.’




  Rich winces. ‘I know it’s rough, I can only begin to imagine how rough – you’ve been so strong; you’ve been brilliant; I’m so proud of you. I thought over

  time that we’d both come to terms with the situation. We’ve talked about it before, and I’m OK with it, love.’




  ‘I know that too.’ Cath reaches for her wine again, takes a big gulp, trying to stave off her weeping. ‘Or that’s what you say, anyway. But either way, it’s not OK

  with me.’




  Rich stops stroking her leg. She knows him so well, the way his face falls; she can see him assimilating. ‘What are you saying . . . ?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ She thinks of the train of toddler snow-ploughs, the little girl who fell over, of Alfie and Dom, and again feels an enormous tug of yearning. ‘I’ve

  changed my mind. Last time we talked about it I was in the middle of my treatment – I had to block it out. But I’m in a different place now. We were trying for a baby before I got ill,

  remember.’




  ‘Of course I remember.’ It was because she was finding it hard to conceive they discovered the cancer in the first place. Eventually he says, ‘Do you think we should consider

  adopting?’




  She’s thought of that. ‘I’m not sure we can. We’re pretty old, aren’t we? Or I am . . . I think you have to be under forty . . . ’ The tears continue falling,

  though not as heavily.




  Rich gets to his feet, fetches some tissue from the bathroom. ‘We could find out,’ he says, handing it to her.




  ‘I guess.’ She blows her nose, wipes her eyes. The tissue is covered in black smears from her mascara. She must look a right mess. The wood crackles in the stove; a log tumbles into

  a new position. ‘Are you sure?’ she says, presently. ‘I don’t want to pressurize you or anything.’




  ‘You’re not pressurizing me.’ But Rich is still frowning. ‘I do think you might be right though, that we wouldn’t be eligible.’ He resumes stroking her

  leg.




  ‘Maybe there are alternatives to adoption.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Where we use, you know, your sperm . . . ’




  ‘Mm?’




  ‘With someone else’s eggs.’




  ‘Right.’ He sits back, lets out a slow breath, runs a hand through his hair. ‘Oh love, I don’t know about that.’




  ‘It’s just a thought.’




  ‘A surrogate, you mean?’




  ‘Um, yes, perhaps—’




  ‘Blimey.’ He raises his eyebrows. ‘Hmm . . . I’m not sure . . . ’




  Her shoulders slump. ‘Why not?’




  ‘I dunno . . . I’m not saying no, definitely. I’d need to think about it. It’s just the whole idea of it. Paying someone to have our baby . . . putting them through the

  whole stress of pregnancy . . . ’ He shakes his head.




  Cath feels a mixture of exasperation and appreciation. If Rich weren’t so kind and principled, he might not baulk at it; yet she loves him for precisely these qualities. She says,

  ‘But wouldn’t it be better if at least the child was yours?’




  ‘I guess . . . I’m sorry, love, you’re a bit ahead of me. You need to give me a while to catch up. You know, I’d kind of put all this on the back burner and

  now—’




  She jumps at his words. ‘The “back burner” – there you are, see? You hadn’t given up on the idea.’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘It’s still there, simmering away.’




  He seems spooked by the speed of her interpretation. ‘Maybe . . . ’




  ‘I know you need to think about this further, and so do I. I only wanted to open up the conversation.’




  ‘I’m just not that sure about fathering a baby with someone else. You’re my wife. I mean, how would you feel about that?’




  ‘I don’t know . . . A bit odd, I guess.’




  ‘Exactly.’ His face clears: he’s come to his conclusion. ‘It’s not a matter of whether we could afford it or not – though I’m not sure we could –

  I reckon using a surrogate could cost tens of thousands of pounds. I’m not sure it’s legal here to pay someone, I think you have to go to America. But, anyway, it just doesn’t

  feel right, using another woman’s body like some sort of incubation chamber.’




  Cath is disappointed, but she understands. She’s not happy with that idea herself.




  He pulls her towards him on the sofa to give her a hug. ‘I’m sorry.’




  She snuggles into his chest for solace, inhales the scent of his sweatshirt: it smells of Rich himself. She strokes the velvety fabric; she likes this top, it makes him especially cuddly. Before

  them the fire is burning low; it could do with another log. The casserole should come out of the oven, too. ‘It’s just I love you . . . ’ she says, lifting her head. Next is the

  hardest bit to say. But she’s brought the discussion this far; she has to. ‘And I don’t want to deny you the chance of becoming a father—’




  ‘But you’re not—’




  ‘ – just because I can’t have children,’ she finishes.




  ‘I’ve had time to come to terms with it – all the time you’ve been ill, you know.’




  ‘But still, you’re younger than me, you’re healthy.’ Does she really need to point this out? ‘I just don’t think it’s fair . . . ’




  He pulls away from her. ‘What are you saying now? That I should leave you and go off with someone else? Hell, Cath, you’re my wife and that’s it. Or perhaps you’d like me

  to?’ His lips form an angry line.




  ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’ She is floundering, still trying to get a handle on the issues herself. Still, at least he’s made her stop crying. ‘No, I was talking

  about us having a child, silly.’




  ‘Oh.’ A tad sheepish. ‘But how?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ She throws up her hands. ‘I just wanted to bring it up, because I haven’t. Not since I was ill. It’s not been something I’ve been able

  to really think about again till now. I thought I might die, for Christ’s sake, so I was kind of focused on that. But I didn’t. I’m still here. And I know my insides have been

  blasted by effing chemo, but you never know, with modern medicine . . . Perhaps when we get home we could explore some of the options, rather than write it off completely?’




  Rich sighs, and reaches to pull her close again. ‘It’s only I don’t want you to get your hopes up.’




  ‘I know, I know.’




  He strokes her hair. ‘You’ve been through such a lot already.’




  Cath knows he’s right, and that he’s trying to protect her. But she feels tears prick behind her eyes again; in her heart, she knows those are not good enough reasons not to try.




  ‘It’s just I want to be a mum,’ she says.




  *  *  *




  Rich’s mind is buzzing. Cath went off to sleep almost the moment her head hit the pillow, and she’s curled up beside him, like a child exhausted by emotion.

  Meanwhile he is still trying to get his head round their conversation that evening.




  Everyone says how brilliant he’s been about his wife’s illness: what a rock, a treasure. Only last week her mother, Judy, said, ‘Cath couldn’t have got through it without

  you,’ which was over the top, Rich reckons. He might have helped make the experience a little less awful, but her getting through it was down to the doctors and Cath herself. He was simply

  there. As for being rock-like, he often felt more like a piece of jelly, though he never said so. With Cath all over the place – despairing one moment, defiant the next – the last thing

  she needed was to see how distraught he was too.




  In truth, beneath his calm exterior, he has spent much of the last two years terrified. Terrified of losing her, terrified of hearing the words ‘there’s nothing more we can

  do’, terrified of mishandling the situation or asking the wrong questions, terrified of saying inappropriate things to her family, terrified of letting Cath down. Moreover, he’s had to

  adjust his vision of the future completely. Before her illness, he thought he knew where his life was going. He didn’t have a very precise map, but the route forward was there, in pencil to

  allow for the odd bit of rubbing out and redrawing, in his mind’s eye. Maybe they’d move further from the city centre of Leeds, to Ilkley or Guiseley – somewhere closer to the

  Dales. He’d like more time for exercise, and a new car. Ideally his job in the music industry would evolve: he’d prefer more security, money and responsibility, though compared to some

  of his friends, he wasn’t doing badly. But one thing he was clear about, because Cath was already ‘getting on a bit’, as she put it, when they met: children were in the picture.

  Soon.




  Then came the cancer.




  Initially they’d been existing day to day, getting over each hurdle as it arose: the operation, the chemotherapy, the susceptibility to infection, the hair loss. Then, post-treatment, they

  faced the new reality; he’s permitted himself to look further ahead, but the vista has changed. No longer does he assume with naive certainty he’ll grow old with Cath, nor does he think

  – as he did when they first discovered she was ill – that she might die at any minute: he simply does not know. His job has got more precarious; he’s seen colleagues laid off,

  he’s had to travel more, work longer hours. So he’s reined in his expectations; the view is not as panoramic as it once was. It’s mistier, more lightly pencilled. And children, if

  he is to stay with Cath (and there have been moments, fleetingly, when he has wondered if he’s got it in him to do so), are no longer a part of it. Are they?
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