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  For my husband,




  

    Erik.


  




  You’re still the one I run to.
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  Harriet




  If my mother could see me now, Harriet thought wryly as she reached the top of the hillside and bent to cup her knees, panting. For the first twenty-six years of her

  life she had, like her parents and three younger sisters, been a sophisticated London urbanite: taxi-hailers and latte drinkers all, they’d had the shortcuts of the city inscribed on their

  hearts and considered the world beyond the M25 as alien and impenetrable as the Amazon jungle.




  And then she’d met Oliver Lockwood and her life had been transformed in a way she never could have anticipated.




  She straightened now and shaded her eyes to take in the spectacular view. The spring foliage hadn’t yet started to come in, so she could see right through the bare trees to the valley

  below. On a distant slope opposite, ski trails poured down from the mountain summit like rivers of white paint. She couldn’t believe how quiet it was, even for rural Vermont, a state

  one-fifth the size of England with a population of barely six hundred and fifty thousand. Up here, there was no thrum of traffic, no sirens, no planes passing overhead; just the faint whisper of

  the wind in the trees. Ironic that she’d moved four thousand miles across the ocean to New England and discovered an old England that hadn’t existed since before she was born.




  Tugging off her thick sheepskin gloves, she pulled out her phone and checked the time. No reception here, she noticed, slightly anxiously; not even one bar. Well, she wasn’t going to be

  long. She’d seen what she needed to see. She’d be home soon, no harm done.




  Nonetheless, she picked up her pace as she turned east along the ridgeline. She really shouldn’t have come this far from home, not with Oliver a hundred miles away in Connecticut, where he

  was scouting out a possible location for their latest restaurant, leaving Harriet the parent on call. This wasn’t just a nominal responsibility in the Lockwood household, given that their

  fifteen-year-old daughter Florence had had juvenile diabetes since she was six, and Charlie, at five the youngest of their three boys, had chronic asthma. Either she or Oliver found themselves

  being called out to one of their expensive private schools to deal with a medical crisis at least twice a month.




  She turned at an orange flag marking the boundary of the eleven-acre property for sale and headed back downhill, picking her way carefully through a spider’s web of transparent tubing that

  snaked from one sugar maple to another: there were miles of it – literally two or three miles – weaving back and forth from tree to tree like a giant cat’s cradle. It was March,

  so the tubes were full of maple sap. The clear liquid flowed down the mountain to the holding vats she’d seen earlier behind the small wooden sugar house at the foot of the hill, where it

  would be boiled off and turned into the familiar amber syrup.




  Sugar house. How could Florence not be tempted by that? Even thinking the word made her mouth water. The first time she’d stood in a hot, steaming sugar shack twelve years ago, at

  the end of their first long, bitter Vermont winter, inhaling the mist of maple syrup as it rose from the evaporators, she thought she’d died and gone to heaven. There was nothing quite as

  sinfully delicious as the treat Vermonters called sugar-on-snow: hot maple syrup drizzled like lace onto a cup of fresh snow.




  She ducked under a maple tube, careful not to dislodge it from the tree. Was it too much to hope that the sugar house would – she smiled inwardly at the pun – sweeten the pill for

  Florence? Maple syrup was her daughter’s one weakness; perhaps the only preference the two of them shared. And lately they’d managed to get her diabetes under control, more or less.

  Enough for the odd cup of sugar-on-snow, anyway.




  She sighed as she zipped her fleece higher against the chill wind coming off the mountain. Florence remained adamantly opposed to the idea of a weekend cabin – ‘It’s bad

  enough,’ she’d said furiously, ‘having to live in Hicksville when I could be in London, without being dragged off to some stupid cabin in the middle of nowhere with three

  disgusting brothers every weekend’ – and Harriet knew that no amount of maple syrup was going to change her daughter’s mind.




  Sometimes she couldn’t help feeling a little cheated. Four children and only one girl, a daughter so unlike herself it was hard to believe they were related. ‘I know the

  feeling,’ her mother Sophie had told her briskly when she’d ventured to raise the topic during her visit home to London the previous summer. ‘If you hadn’t been born at

  home, I’d have thought they’d switched you at the hospital. Look at your sisters – two in fashion and one in broadcasting, not a car between them, not one of them further away

  from us than SW6. And then there’s you. Half a world away, only happy when you’re sorting out somebody’s crisis. I swear the only time I ever saw you smile as a child was when we

  took you to Glastonbury and the tent collapsed and we all had to sleep out in the open in the middle of a muddy field.’




  Florence didn’t even look like Harriet. She took after Oliver, all glowing caramel skin and blonde health and vitality with the same vivid blue eyes, whereas Harriet and the boys were pale

  and dark and slender. Harriet found it impossible to hold a meaningful conversation with her daughter; they simply didn’t know what to say to each other. And it had nothing to do with her

  being a teenager, despite what Oliver said. Of course she took it personally! What mother wouldn’t? The truth was, Harriet had never known what to say to her.




  In the beginning, when Florence, her first child, was born and she’d struggled with the shock of motherhood and this tiny, screaming, red-faced package of demands, she’d thought her

  discomfort was just a question of it all being so new, so different, so completely unlike anything she’d done before. Even though Oliver had been just as new to it all and yet seemed

  able to tell the difference between a hungry cry and a tired one as easily as separating apples from oranges.




  Then she’d got the hang of things and developed an efficient routine, telling herself anxiously that it was just as commendable to be a good mother as a natural one, whatever that

  was – but Florence had still looked at her with the distant, quizzical blue gaze of a stranger, clearly waiting for something Harriet simply hadn’t known how to give.




  She loved her daughter; there was no question of that. She’d have walked over hot coals for Florence from the second she heard her first cry. But there was never any real

  connection between them. Right from the beginning, they were almost painfully polite with one another. Harriet would crouch down on the floor to play with the blocks Florence was building, and the

  little girl would simply stop what she was doing and wait patiently for her mother to finish before resuming on her own.




  But when Florence played with her father, she giggled and knocked over his tower and handed him bricks. Which meant that the problem must be her fault. She obviously lacked some crucial

  maternal instinct. She’d failed at the most important thing she’d ever attempted, and she’d had no idea what to do to put it right.




  So she’d retreated into what she did know how to do. While Oliver had stayed at home and brainstormed ideas for Play-Doh and finger foods, she’d thrown herself back into

  work, using her PR skills to take their fledgling sandwich business so far so fast that America had quickly become their logical next step.




  And then she’d found herself pregnant again. It hadn’t been planned, of course; Oliver had been very keen to have a second child, but privately she’d been terrified of the

  idea, thinking it akin to throwing good money after bad. However, things couldn’t have been more different this time around. The bond between her and baby Samuel had been instant and

  profound, and for the first time she’d realized exactly what she and Florence were missing. It had been the same with George four years later, and Charlie three years after that. She’d

  found mothering her sons as easy as breathing. It was only with her daughter that she’d failed.




  Slipping slightly in the slushy snow, Harriet reached the bottom of the hill and took a few more photos on her phone for Oliver. She already knew this piece of land was perfect: just an hour

  away from Burlington, it was rural enough to feed into his rose-tinted need for the full New England experience, but sufficiently proximate to town-maintained roads and electricity pylons to make

  building a cabin financially viable. It was Oliver’s dream, really, the cabin, not hers, but over the years she’d learned that if she left things to him, they would never happen. He

  specialized in dreams; she was the one who made them reality.




  In some ways, it made them the perfect team. She didn’t have an ounce of flair or vision herself, but she’d always known exactly how to make the most of his, turning his off-the-grid

  idea for a green fast-food chain into a successful international business. She could forgive him a little hopeless dreaminess; these days, it was even part of why she loved him.




  She knew how lucky she was to have such a good marriage, such a happy marriage. Among her half-dozen closest girlfriends, she was the only one without a divorce under her belt. She

  trusted Oliver implicitly. Even after sixteen years together and four children, he was still her lover, her rock and her best friend – the person she turned to first thing in the morning and

  last thing at night. With him, she knew what it was to be cherished. He brought her tea in bed in the morning, he rubbed her feet when she was tired, he got up in the night to look after Charlie if

  he had one of his asthma attacks because he knew how much she needed her sleep. These were the things that mattered, not flowers on their anniversary or expensive jewellery at Christmas –

  though Oliver gave her those things too. Her mother reminded her frequently that she was blessed, but really Harriet didn’t need to be told.




  She was just climbing into her ancient Land Cruiser when her phone rang. With a slight sigh, Harriet tugged off her gloves again and answered it.




  ‘This is Denise at Fletcher Allen Hospital,’ the woman said. ‘Is that Mrs Lockwood?’ Harriet chilled. Not Charlie, she begged instinctively. Not again.

  Their last trip to the ER, a week before Christmas, had frightened her so badly she hadn’t slept for a week afterwards. She didn’t think there was anything worse than watching your

  child literally fighting for every breath. Florence’s diabetic lows she’d learned to cope with. A juice box, some glucose tablets, and she was usually fine. She had cross-country

  practice today; knowing Florence, she’d probably forgotten to load up on carbs first and her sugar had dipped. Going on past experience, by the time Harriet reached the hospital, she’d

  be up and about and itching to get back to her friends.




  She loved all her children equally, of course, but if she had to choose, if she really had to choose, it was better that Florence had a crisis than Charlie.




  Instantly, she felt guilty. Only because Charlie is so much sicker, she amended quickly. She could never actually choose between her children. She might not understand Florence

  the way she understood the boys, but she’d loved her for fifteen years – loved her passionately – and nothing would ever change that.




  She took a deep breath. ‘Harriet Lockwood here,’ she said, and waited.
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  Florence




  Florence’s day hadn’t started well. It rarely did, since Mom insisted on eating breakfast with her (her mother was somehow convinced eating breakfast together would

  stop her from getting pregnant or smoking or becoming a Republican or whatever it was her mother was so scared of) and then silently begrudged her every tiny morsel she put in her mouth. It

  wasn’t Florence’s fault she was fat. Not everyone could be a perfect size zero like her mother.




  They sat in silence at the breakfast table, since Dad had already left to take the boys to their school, and she chomped her way through her second bagel, watching her mother try hard not to

  notice.




  ‘I thought I’d come and watch you run this afternoon,’ Mom said suddenly.




  She looked up, alarmed. ‘It’s only a practice,’ she said. ‘Not a meet.’




  ‘I know. But it’s been ages since I came to cheer you on, and one of my suppliers cancelled on me, so I’ve got a couple of hours spare later.’ She smiled brightly.

  ‘I thought it would be nice if we spent some time together.’




  Sometimes Florence wished her mother would just stop trying. It would be so much easier on both of them.




  She ducked her head again, her ash-blonde hair tumbling across her face. It wasn’t that she didn’t like talking to her mother, exactly. As parents went, Mom was OK: she didn’t

  stick her with tons of chores or demand to know where she was every minute of the day. But Mom was always worrying about her diabetes, checking up on her, asking her questions, making such a big

  deal about it all, and sometimes she just wanted to forget. She never knew how to respond to Mom’s earnest attempts to be her friend. She never had. Mom always seemed to be looking

  for something more from her, though she had no idea what that might be. So, as usual when she didn’t know what to say to her mother, she said nothing.




  ‘I don’t have to come if you don’t want me to,’ Mom said finally in a tone that made Florence squirm with guilt. ‘It was just an idea.’




  ‘I told you,’ she muttered, flushing. ‘There’s no point. It’s just a practice.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ She stood and briskly started to stack the dishwasher. ‘Maybe I’ll go check out some land instead.’




  Florence scowled. Whatever. Bad enough that she was stuck in this boring little town in this boring dead-end state without spending her weekends trapped in a stupid cabin a million

  miles from anywhere. She still didn’t see why her parents couldn’t have stayed in London. At least then she might have had a life.




  Normally she’d have dumped her woes on her best friend Amy when she got to school and felt a whole lot better, but last week they’d fallen out over Matt Shaw (who Amy hadn’t

  even noticed till Florence told her she liked him), and the cherry on the cake? Her period had just started. So she wasn’t exactly in the mood for algebra and Spanish, and even less in the

  mood for a cross-country run. Which meant that when it came to it that afternoon, she found herself dawdling alone in a corner of the changing room, hanging back till everyone else had left.




  She wasn’t much of a runner at the best of times. Or a swimmer, or a basketball player, or a skier. She took after Dad: she was built for comfort, not speed, as her grandmother had once

  put it bluntly. There was no euphemism for ‘fat’ Florence hadn’t heard: big-boned, statuesque, Amazonian. Mom kept saying she’d grow into herself, whatever that

  meant, but frankly, at five-foot-ten in her bare (size nine) feet, her breasts spilling from their D-cups, she’d grown quite enough already, thank you very much. Next to Mom, petite and

  boyish and elegantly flat-chested, she felt like an elephant. Poor Mom. Three boys and one daughter, and it had to be the girl who was built like a quarterback.




  She caught up with the rest of the class, already streaming across the playing fields to the woods at the rear of the school, and fell into a steady pace around the middle of the pack where no

  one would notice her. She usually managed to just about hold her own. Vermont, liberal and hippy and green in every sense of the word, was a state where everyone was active and sporty, where no one

  drove if they could cycle, or cycled if they could walk. She’d long since realized that if you couldn’t beat them you might as well join them, at least if you wanted to have friends, so

  she’d picked the lesser of many evils and opted to make cross-country running her thing, so she could at least go at her own pace and stop for a rest if she had to.




  Even she had to admit it was a beautiful day to be in the woods. The air was crisp and cold, the sky so bright a blue it hurt. Beneath the trees, purple and white crocuses spiked through

  thinning patches of snow. She wasn’t puffing as much as usual, either, and for once she didn’t have a stitch. Maybe Mom was right; perhaps she was fitter than she thought.




  ‘Left,’ a male voice said behind her.




  Automatically, Florence moved out of the runner’s way. Matt Shaw strode easily to the front of the field – he must’ve been late to class or he’d have headed the pack to

  begin with – and she watched him casually fall into step beside Amy and Olivia, her heart twisting with misery. Florence was only too aware he didn’t even know she existed. But she

  could dream.




  She didn’t see the patch of ice until it was too late.




  She’d tripped and fallen loads of times on cross-country runs. Everybody did; it went with the territory. If you didn’t want the rest of the team to think you were totally lame, you

  just picked yourself up and kept going. Last year, Matt had fallen and actually broken his wrist, but he’d got up and kept running and never said anything about how much it had hurt till the

  end of the cross-country meet, after their team had won. Half the girls in her class had a crush on him after that.




  One moment she was running, and the next the ground had gone from under her. She landed hard and awkwardly on her butt, a sharp, stabbing pain radiating down her left leg. For a moment, as she

  lay winded on the narrow path, she didn’t think she was hurt. Even when she pushed herself up on her elbows and looked down, and saw the blood spreading wetly between her thighs, she simply

  assumed it was her period, that her pad had leaked: Oh, God, she panicked, everyone – Matt – will see!




  But almost immediately she realized that of course it couldn’t be that – the pain was far too intense, there was way too much blood. And then suddenly everything started to blur. It

  was if she was at the bottom of a swimming pool, looking up through the water at a shimmer of white faces. Their mouths were moving, but all she heard was a distant rumble; she could only guess at

  the words. Tourniquet, she thought she heard, and broken glass and then, frighteningly, femoral artery. Mrs Caisse, the cross-country coach, pulled the cord from her

  tracksuit pants, and she watched, too shocked to speak, as her teacher struggled to tie it around Florence’s thigh. Something – yes, broken glass – had sliced straight through her

  thick grey winter jogging bottoms; a bright geyser of crimson blood spurted from her leg, soaking her clothes and the ground and Mrs Caisse. She couldn’t quite believe she had so much blood

  in her. So much blood coming out of her, and yet she was still alive.




  She started to shiver, suddenly colder than she’d ever been in her life. Mrs Caisse told her she’d called 911, she just had to hang on in there, she was going to be fine. Florence

  could tell by the fear in her eyes she was lying.




  The other girls – and even some of the boys – were crying. Several of them had thrown up in the bushes. Amy and Matt were holding hands, and she felt a flash of irritation that her

  drama had brought them together. This is ridiculous, she thought. No one ever dies cross-country running.




  And then: I want my Mom.




  And then nothing.
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  Harriet




  I didn’t mean it, Harriet begged, her hands shaking on the wheel. I didn’t mean to choose Florence, I didn’t mean it. Oh God, please let her be

  all right.




  She fought the impulse to jump the red light in front of her and cut across three lanes of traffic into the hospital forecourt. She’d never performed an illegal U-turn or gone more than

  five miles over the speed limit in her life, but she’d just made the fifty-five minute journey back to Burlington in forty minutes and was beginning to regard red lights as decorative rather

  than functional.




  Change, goddammit!




  The second she had a green light, she swung right. Not bothering to park, she simply abandoned the car at a forty-five-degree angle outside the ER, hammering frantically on the automatic glass

  doors even as they were opening.




  ‘My daughter’s been in an accident!’ she cried, bursting into the lobby. ‘Florence Lockwood?’




  ‘Just a moment,’ the receptionist said calmly, reaching for her keyboard.




  Harriet strained across the counter, trying to see the woman’s screen. ‘She goes to Rice High School. She was in some sort of cross-country accident—’




  ‘Florence Lockwood, yes. If you wouldn’t mind waiting, someone will be out to see you.’




  ‘Is she all right?’




  ‘Ma’am? Ma’am, if you’d just calm down—’




  ‘I need to be with her! For heaven’s sake, she’s only fifteen!’




  ‘Absolutely Someone will be right out.’




  With a supreme effort, Harriet reined in her frustration, anxiously clipping and unclipping her hair from its plastic slide as she paced the lobby. A serious accident, the nurse had

  said on the phone. What kind of serious accident could happen to your child on a cross-country run, for God’s sake? A broken ankle, yes, a twisted knee or sprained wrist. Concussion, even, if

  she fell and hit her head on a rock. But none of those scenarios could be classified as a serious accident, could they? Why couldn’t they just tell her what had happened? Why all

  this eggshell-treading circumspection? Unless she was . . . unless she was . . .




  No. Don’t even go there.




  ‘Mrs Lockwood?’




  She spun round as a nurse with tired eyes and a patient smile called her name. ‘Can I see Florence now?’ she demanded.




  Harriet had no way of knowing it, but when she was anxious or upset, her cool English accent became even more clipped and patrician. To those who didn’t know her, it could be mistaken for

  arrogance.




  The nurse glanced at her clipboard. ‘Would you just mind confirming Florence’s date of birth for me?’




  ‘Two, three, ninety-eight. Now can—’




  ‘Thank you. If you’d like to come with me, Mrs Lockwood.’




  She caught at the woman’s arm as she pushed open a pair of flapping plastic doors. ‘Please. Can you just tell me if she’s OK?’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Lockwood,’ the nurse said, gently freeing herself. ‘Doctor Murray will be with you in just a moment.’




  The woman showed her into a small waiting room decorated in soft shades of taupe and teal. Harriet’s anxiety intensified. She’d been to the ER often enough to know they only took

  relatives to private waiting rooms when it was bad. Very bad.




  ‘Oh God,’ Harriet gasped. Suddenly she couldn’t feel her legs. ‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’




  ‘No, Mrs Lockwood, of course she’s not dead,’ the nurse said quickly.




  ‘But it’s bad?’




  ‘The doctor is with her now. He’ll be able to give you all the details as soon as he’s done. I really can’t tell you any more than that. I’m so sorry.’




  Harriet nodded mutely as she sank onto the sofa. Her mind was whirling with so many what-ifs she was dizzy. She literally couldn’t focus – the bland pictures on the wall swam in and

  out of her vision. By the time the doctor appeared less than five minutes later, she was on the verge of vomiting with fear.




  ‘Stephen Murray,’ he said, extending a bony wrist too long for his white coat. ‘Please, no need to get up.’




  ‘Can you just spit it out? I’m sorry, but no one has told me anything, and I don’t think I can stand it much longer.’




  ‘Of course. Well, the good news is that Florence is stable now.’




  Harriet burst into tears.




  Without missing a beat, the doctor handed her a box of tissues and perched on the arm of the sofa, displaying two inches of pale, hairy shin between his sock and the hem of his grey wool

  trousers. ‘She’s a lucky girl, Mrs Lockwood. Given the nature of her injury, things could have been a great deal more serious. As it is, I’m afraid she’s still quite

  traumatized—’




  ‘What is the nature of her injury?’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘No one,’ Harriet said through gritted teeth, ‘has actually told me what happened.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I thought someone had explained. Your daughter slipped when she was out running and fell onto some broken glass – a beer bottle, I think – which cut deep into

  her inner thigh, slicing through her femoral artery. One of those freak, million-to-one accidents. Fortunately, her teacher was able to administer a very effective tourniquet that most certainly

  saved her life.’




  Her mouth was suddenly so dry she could barely swallow. Saved her life. Florence had nearly died today. Her daughter had nearly died.




  ‘I don’t understand,’ she said blankly.




  He took her confusion literally. ‘The body has two femoral arteries that branch off from about mid-abdomen into each thigh.’ He sketched a quick diagram on the back of his folder.

  ‘They’re among the body’s biggest vessels, about the diameter of my pinkie finger in the groin and upper thigh. Stopping blood loss in that region is extremely challenging if the

  wound is close to the groin, as it’s hard to put a tourniquet around it. Without one, there’s quick, massive blood loss: you can lose all the blood in your whole body in around five

  minutes.’




  Harriet put her head on her knees, fighting the urge to be sick again.




  ‘Mrs Lockwood, your daughter was very lucky,’ the doctor said firmly. ‘The cut was low enough that her coach was able to administer a tourniquet before her blood pressure fell

  too low. She sustained significant blood loss, but neither her brain nor her body organs have been in any way compromised.’




  Relief flooded her body like a warm bath. ‘She’s going to be OK?’




  ‘She should make a full recovery. Obviously she’s going to be tired and weak for a while. We had to give her a significant amount of blood, and then there’s the shock, of

  course. I see from her file she’s diabetic – we’ll have to keep a close eye on her sugar levels. But she’s young and strong, and of course we’ve given her a tetanus

  booster. She’ll be up and about in no time.’




  ‘Can I see her now?’




  ‘Of course. She may seem a bit confused or sleepy, but that’s just the pain meds. They’ll wear off within the next four to six hours. I’ll take you to her now.’




  Florence was sleeping when the doctor showed Harriet into a small private room. A nurse looked up from her position at the end of Florence’s bed, where she was writing

  something in her chart.




  ‘It looks worse than it is.’ She smiled.




  Harriet carefully took her daughter’s hand, mindful of the wires and drips connecting her to various monitors and IVs. The sheets were tented over her left leg, which was propped up on

  several pillows, making her look strangely small in the hospital bed. She was suddenly reminded of the first time she sat vigil by her daughter’s bed, a few weeks after Florence’s sixth

  birthday. The morning of that day, she’d seemed a little tired and peaky, and Harriet had taken her to the doctor, expecting to be sent home with antibiotics and instructions to make sure

  Florence drank plenty of fluids. The next thing she knew, her daughter had been rushed to the paediatric intensive care unit in the midst of what turned out to be a full-blown diabetic crisis.




  Even though the doctors had repeatedly told them there was no way of knowing why some children developed juvenile diabetes, that science still couldn’t say whether it was triggered by

  hereditary or environmental factors or a mixture of both, Harriet hadn’t been able to help but feel responsible. Florence had her genes, after all. She knew deep down that somehow it

  must be her fault.




  Instead of bringing them closer, Florence’s diabetes had driven yet another wedge between them. She knew her daughter hated it when she made a fuss, but how could she not worry?

  She fretted over every carb Florence ate, not because she gave a damn about her weight – Florence was perfect as she was, beautiful, a Fifties pin-up in the making – but because she was

  terrified the diabetes would spin out of control, become unmanageable and brittle. The doctors had warned her what could happen if they didn’t keep her sugar levels in check: blindness,

  kidney failure, nerve damage, even death. But she couldn’t tell Florence that, of course. Part of her job as a mother was protecting her daughter from the truth. She just wished she

  didn’t have to pay such a high price for her silence.




  ‘Here,’ the nurse said, moving a plastic chair towards her. ‘You look like you need to sit down.’




  Harriet gazed at her child, suffused not just with love and tenderness, but by a familiar feeling, a feeling unique to her relationship with Florence: guilt.




  She hadn’t wished this on her daughter. Of course not. Never in a million years would she have wanted something like this to happen.




  But.




  But. In her heart, she’d put Charlie first. Hadn’t she?




  Florence stirred suddenly and opened her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ she said, through thick, dry lips. She licked them and tried again, louder this time. ‘Sorry, Mom.’




  ‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,’ Harriet said fiercely.




  ‘I wish you’d been here,’ Florence murmured sleepily.




  Guilt again, thick and treacherous. ‘I wish I had been, too.’




  ‘Did you call Daddy?’




  ‘Of course. He’s on his way back from Hartford now. He should be here any minute. He sends his love.’ She squeezed Florence’s hand, but her daughter didn’t respond,

  and, after a moment, she released her. ‘There’s no need to worry, darling. Everything’s going to be fine.’




  She heard the fake cheerleader note in her voice and knew Florence could too.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ she asked helplessly.




  ‘Bit tired.’




  ‘Of course.’




  The silence between them filled the room. If it were little Charlie in the bed, or George or Sam, she’d have known what to do, what to say. She’d have scooped them up in her arms,

  regardless of all those wires, and held close what she’d almost lost.




  But with Florence, she was at a loss. They were two strangers thrown together by genes and happenstance.




  ‘Flo-Mo! Baby, how’re you doing?’ Oliver crossed the room in two strides and enveloped his daughter in a tight hug. ‘You had me worried witless, you know that?’




  ‘Daddy!’




  He parked himself on the bed. ‘Jesus, will you take a look at all this,’ he said, taking in the bank of monitors. ‘It’s like the bloody Starship Enterprise.’




  Already the colour was coming back into Florence’s cheeks. Oliver had this effect on every woman he met, from his daughter to the checkout girls at the supermarket. He simply lit up a

  room. It wasn’t that he was particularly good-looking; a rumpled, crumpled bear of a man with two-day-old greying stubble and overlong dark blond hair, he was more Gerard Depardieu than

  Robert Redford, though he’d always melted Harriet’s knees, from the first moment she’d walked into the cupboard that had passed for his office and explained how she was going to

  transform his nascent business into an international empire. It was the twinkle in his creased blue eyes, the boyish charm in his wide, uneven smile. He made you feel like the most important person

  in the world when he was talking to you because, for that moment, to him you were.




  ‘So, Flo-Mo. What’s up?’ Oliver asked.




  ‘I nearly died,’ Florence said.




  ‘So I hear.’ He rumpled her hair and she grimaced, but didn’t pull away. ‘Cross-country running as a dangerous sport? Flo-Mo, what are you like?’




  Florence tossed her head to clear her fringe from her eyes. It was a gesture she’d inherited from her father; moments later, Oliver did exactly the same thing.




  ‘They had to give me three pints of blood,’ she told him, a faint note of pride entering her voice. ‘The doctor said I was, like, bleeding out or something. They had to do a

  blood test to see which type I am, which is A-plus, and—’




  ‘A-positive,’ Harriet corrected automatically, then kicked herself.




  Florence ignored her. ‘And I got to go in an ambulance and they put the sirens on, and we totally went down Main Street the wrong way. The boys will be so jealous.’




  Oliver laughed. ‘You’re not kidding. I’m jealous.’




  Watching them together, father and daughter, heads touching, reflecting an identical smile back at one another, Harriet felt a familiar sense of exclusion. She was the one who’d carried

  Florence inside her for nine months, who’d literally made her from scratch; and yet it was Oliver to whom Florence turned, Oliver who shared a bond that went beyond flesh and blood. It

  wasn’t that she resented the closeness between her husband and her daughter; far from it. It warmed her heart. She just wished that, for once, she could share it.




  ‘The doctor said if we’re lucky, it won’t scar too badly,’ Harriet murmured, drawing Oliver to one side. ‘The cut wasn’t terribly long, but it was deep.

  He’s giving her some kind of cosmetic tape to put over the stitches once they come out, the kind the plastic surgeons use to try to prevent scars becoming keloid.’




  ‘Special tape, huh?’ Oliver said, turning to tweak Florence’s good toes.




  ‘The doctor said I’d be in a bikini by Spring Break,’ Florence said lightly. Only the slight tremor in her voice gave her away. ‘He reckons you’ll hardly be able to

  see it in a year.’




  ‘That’s my girl.’ He dropped a kiss on her forehead. ‘I know you’re upset to be off the cross-country team, but you’ll be back up and about before you know

  it. No real harm done in the end, eh?’




  Florence shook her head. Harriet saw how close she was to tears. No wonder, after all she’d been through today.




  She pulled her into a hug, and for once Florence didn’t seem to mind. ‘It’s going to be fine,’ she soothed, stroking her daughter’s fair hair. ‘Shhh.

  It’s all going to be fine.’




  She’d move heaven and earth to make sure it was.




  


  

  

    

      

        

          Subject: Our daughter




          Date: 09/02/1998 11:58:36 P.M.




          From: sandfairy@gmail.com




          To: Patrick.James@INN.com




          Patrick – I thought you should know you have a baby daughter. She was born on 3rd February at 2 a.m., weighing 8lbs exactly. I’ve called

          her Nell, after my mother.




          I know you said you didn’t want to know anything about her, but I’m sure once you see her, you’ll feel differently. She looks so like you!

          She’s still a bit red and crumpled (I remember you once said all babies look like Churchill) but you can already see how beautiful she’s going to be. She has such long dark

          lashes! You can’t see it in the photo, but her eyes are grey right now, like mine. Maybe they’ll turn brown like yours when she gets a bit older.




          I wish you’d been there when she was born. I won’t bore you with the gruesome details, but I had to have an emergency Caesarean, which meant she spent her

          first day with strangers. But the nurses said she didn’t cry at all, which is more than you can say for me when I finally came round. I only got out of hospital this

          morning.




          I’m so sorry about what I said. I didn’t mean it. I never would’ve told your wife, you know that. I was just upset about you not wanting the baby,

          that’s all. Please, can’t we put the past behind us and at least try to be friends, for Nell’s sake?




          Before you ask, this has nothing to do with money. I don’t want anything. I’ve given up my studio in Camden and moved into the flat above Born-Again

          Vintage, so I can look after Nell and work in the shop at the same time. We’ll be fine. I just want you to be a part of her life, even if it’s only a small part. Doesn’t

          she deserve a daddy, too?




          I can’t put you on her birth certificate unless you come with me to register her. I know you’re in Bosnia now, but we’ve still got five weeks.

          Please, can’t you do that for her, at least?




          My mobile number hasn’t changed, and you can always reach me by email. I wish you’d get back in touch, even if it’s just as friends.




          Always yours




          Zoey xxx
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  Zoey




  There was a reason no one wrote about London in the spring, Zoey thought as she dashed through the rain from one dripping shop awning to another. There was absolutely

  nothing romantic about damp shoes and wet hair, especially when you already had the beginnings of a cold. Perhaps if she’d been gazing at a blurry view of the Eiffel Tower through the steamy

  window of a warm café, her chapped hands wrapped round a chocolat chaud, she might feel differently. Islington had an undoubted charm in the summer, when the sun was out and Camden

  Passage was crammed with market stalls selling everything from Bakelite telephones to amber bangles, and the pavements outside every bistro and café were crowded with chairs and tables. But

  in the grey of winter, or on a damp, dull spring day like this, north London had nothing to recommend it. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to be in Paris right now, the hot buttery flakes

  of a fresh croissant melting like snowflakes on her tongue; or maybe a croque monsieur (which always sounded so much more tempting than ‘hot ham-and-cheese sandwich’), with

  butter and melted Emmental oozing down its sides – oh yes, she could almost taste it. Clearly she should never have gone without breakfast, not when she always seemed to forget

  lunch; she was ravenous now. But it was hard to feel hungry at seven o’clock in the morning when all you’d done was get out of bed and stumble downstairs. It wasn’t as if

  she had to walk to work . . .




  ‘Mum!’




  Zoey started. ‘Nell! Darling! Where did you spring from?’




  ‘I came looking for you,’ Nell said crossly, shaking out her purple umbrella. ‘I knew you’d get lost.’




  ‘I’m not lost,’ Zoey protested. ‘Look, there’s the library. I know where I am. Why would you think I was lost?’




  ‘You’re going the wrong way, for a start.’ She tucked her arm into her mother’s. ‘Come on, we don’t want to be the last ones there or we’ll get stuck at

  the back where you can’t see Angel, and then you won’t be able to follow his moves.’




  ‘Who’s Angel?’




  ‘Mu-um! I told you before. He’s the Zumba instructor. He’s Brazilian,’ she added, a little too carelessly.




  Zoey might be vague in many respects, but when it came to her fifteen-year-old daughter, she didn’t miss a thing. ‘Cute, is he?’ she asked, nudging Nell with a smile.




  ‘Maybe,’ Nell said, blushing furiously.




  ‘I can’t think why I agreed to this,’ Zoey complained as they dashed back out into the rain, huddling together under Nell’s umbrella.




  ‘Because you’re thirty-nine, not eighty-nine, and it’s time you got out a bit more and had some fun,’ Nell retorted. ‘Anyway, if you and Richard are going

  to France on that cycling holiday this summer, you need to get fit.’




  She had a point, Zoey thought ruefully. In her current shape, she couldn’t cycle to the end of the road, never mind around Provence. Quite how she’d allowed Richard to talk her into

  this madness she couldn’t imagine. Her recipe for the perfect holiday involved a sunlounger by a pool somewhere hot, with a cocktail in one hand and the latest Joanna Trollope in the other.

  But this year Nell had pleaded to be allowed to go to Cornwall with her best friend Teri and her family, and Richard had really wanted to try something different, something grown-up,

  he’d said, since they didn’t have to put themselves through yet another child-friendly trip to Florida or the Costa Brava. France, he’d suggested, or Italy. Zoey had agreed,

  envisioning something romantic and perhaps a little cultural involving good food and crusty bread and fine wine. A tour of the French vineyards, perhaps, or a trip to Rome. But a cycling

  holiday? Honestly, after eight years together you’d have thought he knew her a little better.




  Exercise had never been her strongest suit. On the odd occasion she’d tried working out, she’d run out of puff before the instructor had even finished the warm-up. The last time

  she’d run more than ten metres was back at school, and even then she’d spent more time tying her shoelaces than on the track. She liked to tell herself men preferred pillowy curves to

  jutting hip bones, but deep down she wasn’t convinced. Especially when her jeans didn’t button up and she had to size up again.




  ‘Come on, Mum,’ Nell teased now as Zoey hovered reluctantly at the threshold of the changing rooms. ‘You never know, you might actually enjoy it.’




  She scuttled to the darkest corner she could find and changed into a shapeless old T-shirt of Richard’s and a pair of Nell’s baggy jogging bottoms, wishing she’d noticed before

  that they had ‘booty’ written in large pink letters on the rear. Yanking down the back of her T-shirt with both hands, she sidled after her daughter into the huge mirrored gym, eyeing

  the lithe, toned bodies all around her in horror. Who were these people with their pedometers and heart-rate monitors and water bottles and bizarre five-toed rubber shoes? More to the

  point, what was she doing in the same room?




  ‘You’ll be fine,’ Nell whispered, trying not to laugh as she propelled her mother from the back of the gym. ‘Just stay close to me and copy what I do.’




  By design, Zoey hadn’t properly seen herself in the mirror for years. She got dressed in the dark without opening the curtains, and put on make-up using a dim fifteen-watt bulb (resisting

  Nell’s pressure to go green and buy CFLs – their harsh light was even less forgiving than that of a plane toilet). She was always the one behind the camera, taking pictures of Nell or

  Richard, so it had been years since she’d even seen a photograph of herself. But there was no escape from the floor-to-ceiling horror show reflected back at her now. She looked like a cross

  between a bag lady and a bouncy castle, she thought in dismay, all breasts and bottom. Her fine blonde hair had escaped from its twist and was frizzing unbecomingly around her face, her cheeks were

  flushed from rushing to the gym, and even beneath the loose T-shirt she could see how lumpy and bumpy her tummy was these days. She didn’t look old, exactly; more the subject of benign

  neglect. Like a once elegant house that had been allowed to fall into disrepair and could use a lick of paint and some repointing.




  In the mirror beside her, a limber stranger dipped gracefully to touch her toes. It took Zoey a moment to realize it was her daughter. In contrast to her, Nell seemed the epitome of cool,

  willowy beauty. She was so poised and . . . put together, Zoey thought suddenly. Slim as a quill, and not a hair out of place. You’d never have guessed the two of them were even

  related, apart from their eyes, which were identical and marked them out instantly as mother and daughter: large and grey and ringed with thick black lashes.




  As Nell straightened, Zoey realized with a slight pang that her daughter was actually taller than she was now by at least two inches. Her baby was growing up. In a few short years she’d be

  leaving home and going off to university. She’d miss her more than she wanted to think about.




  It had been tough raising Nell alone, but she’d never for an instant regretted her decision to have her baby by herself. When Patrick had left her, she’d had no one to turn to. The

  only child of two only children, she’d been born to parents already in their forties by the time she’d made her surprise appearance. Her father had been a handyman at a local school on

  the outskirts of Oxford, her mother a seamstress at a small dry-cleaner’s in town. When Zoey was eight, her father had collapsed in agony from a perforated bowel as he sat in the school

  boiler room eating his lunch – Ploughman’s and pickled onions, the same as every other working day of his life – and had died two days later without ever regaining consciousness.

  Her mother’s death ten years afterwards had been more lingering. It had taken her eighteen months to succumb to leukaemia – eighteen months of blood tests and chemo and vomiting and

  sheer, unrelenting misery. When she’d finally died in her daughter’s arms, Zoey had simply been relieved that it was over. There had been no aunts or uncles, no cousins – no

  support network to call on. At just eighteen, she’d been on her own.
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On 31d February 1998, at the
Princess Eugenic Hospital, London.
to Harriet (née Morgan) and Ollver,
a beautiful daughter,
Florence Louise May.





