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  For Plum.




  Bunny. Off-piste polar bear.




  Never apart. Always in my heart.




  







  Chapter One




  End of March, New York City




  Cassie stared back at the polar bear. Standing on its hind legs, forepaws raised like a boxer’s fists at her head, black lips pulled back in a snarl, she

  couldn’t tear her eyes away from that unseeing glare, which still carried so much menace. It stood eight feet tall – its intimidating majesty undiminished by the fact that it had been

  frozen in this warrior stance for over eighty years already – and there was no question the bear commanded the room. Everyone revolved around it like satellites, eyes sliding back to it with

  silent respect over the tops of cut-crystal glasses, the opulent crush of velvet and rustle of taffeta nothing compared to its plush, snowy fur, which saw several of the finer-boned,

  sapphire-ringed hands discreetly brush it lightly as they passed.




  The light oozed from chandeliers like liquid amber, candles flickering against the burr-wood-panelled walls and throwing shadows across the barrelled ceiling, faded rugs still soft underfoot as

  feet that were more often dressed in crampons, muck boots or desert boots and waterproof socks tonight trod with a lighter step in polished leather.




  Cassie looked over at Henry again. After the polar bear, he was the second most magnetic presence in the room, everyone glad-handing and back-slapping, head-nodding and brow-furrowing as they

  pressed for details of the trekking expedition to the Qurama mountains in Uzbekistan, which had won him his fellowship to this, New York’s hallowed Explorers Club and brought them all out

  here on an icy March night.




  Sleet slanted past the mullioned windows, the muffled roar of life outside on East 70th Street at odds with the room’s steady murmurings, the trophies all around them – elephant

  tusks arranged either side of the fireplace, a stalking cheetah positioned mid-stride on a table – now old-world relics when they had themselves once heralded a new world, new frontiers. The

  irony wasn’t lost on Cassie – they were memento mori, proof you had to keep moving. Life wouldn’t wait for anyone. Nothing and no one got to stay new for long. The people gathered

  here in this room perhaps knew that better than the rest of the city combined. A door downstairs must have opened, for a breeze wrinkled the large flag that was hanging like a tapestry on the wall

  opposite. A striking blue, white and red diagonal design with a compass rose in the middle and the initials E and C either side, Cassie knew it well.




  ‘Did you know that that flag was flown by the very first explorers to both poles, the deepest point in the ocean, the top of Everest and the moon?’ Brett asked her,

  following her line of sight, as he returned with their drinks.




  ‘Well, not that actual flag,’ she clarified, taking her champagne from him with a smile. ‘But yes, of course. What kind of fiancée would I be if I didn’t know

  that? Henry wouldn’t love me nearly as much if I didn’t know the capital of Tajikistan or the currency of Peru or the date of the first moon landing or the dietary preferences of the

  Kombai tribe in New Guinea. Or the history of that flag.’




  Kelly chuckled. ‘He’d love you even if you didn’t recognize the Union Jack, just so long as you promised to wear that dress.’ She nodded towards the red Valentino dress

  Cassie was wearing – full-length, pillarbox taffeta with no sleeves and a trail of neat bows running down the centre of the bodice. Cassie still couldn’t believe how Henry had grabbed

  her hand and marched straight into the boutique on Madison when he saw it in the window. He never did things like that; they couldn’t afford him to. An explorer’s salary didn’t

  get paid into one’s bank account with monthly regularity, but ran on the ‘feast or famine’ business model, and while tonight’s event was a huge honour, it wasn’t going

  to pay the rent – not unless he could secure the $120,000 shortfall for his next project, an underwater filming expedition to unexplored areas of the Arctic. The United Nations Environment

  Programme looked poised to come on board if the resulting documentary could premiere at the UN Conference on Climate Change – they were waiting on a call back on that – and Henry was

  hopeful that their involvement, combined with the ground-breaking footage and data they’d compile, would qualify the project as a flag-worthy expedition for the Explorers Club and bring in

  the grant that would mean it could finally go ahead.




  ‘Oh, thanks. I never usually wear red.’




  ‘Always wear red. It’s your colour,’ said Kelly with characteristic emphasis. Her colour was black. She rarely wore any shade but – graphite and navy being occasional

  exceptions – and tonight she was an exemplar of urban chic in a jet Alexander Wang column dress and cuffed heels. Her long dark hair was always styled ultra-straight, and her only concession

  to colour was the slash of scarlet on her lips. No woman in the world – be she from Osaka, Ottawa, Oman or Ohio – could doubt that New York was Kelly’s home town: she wore the

  city in the way she spoke, moved, laughed even.




  Not that she had laughed much tonight. In fact, both she and Brett – her husband of two years – were wearing sombre expressions that only disappeared when they sensed someone’s

  gaze, and Cassie was aware of a small knot gathering in the pit of her stomach. As a box-fresh divorcee herself, she recognized the tension that pulled at the corners of their mouths, the slightly

  too-wide eyes as they overcompensated every time they made eye contact, the lavish focus on others instead of themselves.




  Cassie just hadn’t had time to talk to Kelly about it, though. In the three days that Cassie and Henry had been in the city, they had been to two lunches, five parties and this was their

  third dinner out. Cassie was dropping, even with the enlivening effect of wearing a $4,000 dress and having her blonde hair styled, backcombed and groomed into a slick ponytail thanks to her best

  friend Bas’s extraordinary – and professional – skills with a comb and hairdryer. Cassie’s jet lag had been brutal and had shown no mercy in the face of the back-to-back

  social arrangements that Brett and Kelly had organized, and Henry’s itinerary which was just as gruelling, as he met up with acquaintances and contacts, forever on the lookout for potential

  sponsors. They were flying back to London tomorrow and Cassie – instead of following through on her plan to watch back-to-back films – already knew she was going to spend the entire

  flight sleeping.




  ‘You look tired,’ Kelly said, watching as Cassie tried her best to suppress a yawn.




  ‘Me? No, I’m fine,’ Cassie refuted. She knew from her four-month stint living here two years earlier that tiredness was practically a capital offence.




  ‘Well, I sure am beat. I don’t reckon I can stand in these shoes for another thirty minutes.’




  Cassie – and Brett – looked at her in amazement. Tiredness? Sore feet? Brett couldn’t have looked more surprised if his wife had turned to him and asked him to please address

  her as Bob.




  ‘Well . . .’ Brett looked flummoxed.




  ‘Listen, if you guys are tired, please do go. Don’t stay on my account. I’m perfectly happy waiting here for Henry, honestly. He won’t be much longer, and I’ve got

  to finish my conversation with the chap I sat next to at dinner, anyway. Apparently he’s just back from touring all eight of the earth’s poles.’




  ‘There are eight?’ Brett looked even more surprised.




  Cassie shrugged. ‘Who knew, right?’ She put a hand on Kelly’s arm. ‘Are you OK?’




  ‘Of course. It’s just been a long week.’ She did look pale, the strain of her smile telling in her eyes.




  ‘Ah, the man of the hour,’ Brett said brightly.




  ‘Hey!’ Henry slid an arm round Cassie’s narrow waist, bending down to kiss her on the cheek before straightening up with a suspicious expression as he took in their overeager

  smiles. ‘What’s wrong? Oh God, are you all bored rigid? Did Old Mayhew corner you on his expedition to Chimborazo? I know precious few people actually care about whether or not

  that’s the furthest point from the centre of the earth . . .’




  ‘Absolutely not!’ Kelly rebutted firmly. ‘I’ve met more interesting people here tonight than I could meet in a decade in my industry. They only want to talk about the new

  Aman resort. Your crowd’s so much cooler, Henry boy,’ she winked.




  But Henry wasn’t fooled. ‘So then you’re all looking as shifty as a skulk of foxes in a hen house because . . . ?’




  Brett laughed. ‘Tell us how it’s going with the flag pitch. Any luck?’




  Henry’s smile grew and Cassie felt herself loosen. The sight of him undid her – his muddy-blond hair curled gently over his ears and collar, stray cowlicks kicking out roguishly by

  his temples, his unfairly long lashes highlighting air-force-blue eyes that had the power to read her mind, and his skin was permanently tanned from a life lived outdoors . . . Combine those raw

  materials with a smile that always seemed reserved for her alone and a midnight-blue velvet smoking jacket, and it was a wonder she was able to breathe unassisted.




  Her hand found his, burrowing into it like a hibernating dormouse, and she felt his grip tighten as he squeezed her in a non-verbal communication of adoration, affection and promise.




  ‘Well, we’ve tabled a meeting in London for June. There’s another submission already in that’s worthy of the flag, but they’ve let it be known between friends,

  seeing as I am their newest fellow . . .’ His voice had lowered to almost a whisper and the discreet look he gave them all from beneath his lashes made it clear that it was a shoo-in.




  ‘Damn, that’s great,’ Brett beamed, looking genuinely pleased. As a trader for Cantor’s, he earned four times what Henry could make in a year and yet he inhaled every

  anecdote and dastardly tale of Henry’s daredevil job like it was pure oxygen.




  Kelly put a hand on her husband’s arm as though holding him back. ‘I’m half expecting Brett to quit his job and volunteer to explore the Arctic depths with you. If he makes any

  noises about that, you tell me pronto, right?’ she grinned. ‘We. Have. A. Mortgage,’ she said to her husband, sounding out each word as though communicating with him through

  bulletproof glass.




  ‘Hey! I know where my limitations lie. Henry might be able to make a career out of this Indiana Jones stuff, but frankly, I lack the charisma. If I told anyone I wanted to go to the

  deepest point in the ocean, they’d put a ball and chain round my leg and give me a big push, not over a hundred grand!’




  They all laughed.




  ‘It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be, mate,’ Henry replied with usual modesty. ‘Frankly, a bit of job security would go a long way. It was great when I was

  younger – I could afford to live on toast and bunk at Suze and Arch’s flat between jobs. But now . . .’




  ‘Now that you’ve got a beautiful fiancée who’s accustomed to only the best . . .’ Kelly said, looking at Cassie with a wink. ‘Talking of which, any news yet

  on a date, or are you still keeping us all hangin’?’




  Cassie groaned. ‘Oh God! Not you too!’




  ‘What?’ Kelly laughed. ‘I need a new dress, OK?’




  ‘Well, trust me, when we know, you’ll know.’




  Kelly looked at Henry with arched eyebrows. ‘Unbelievable. She’s engaged to you and yet still playing hard to get.’




  ‘Tell me about it,’ Henry said with a wry look.




  Cassie turned to him. ‘So, is there anyone else you need to talk to?’




  ‘You’re not changing the subject there, are you, missy?’ Kelly asked devilishly.




  ‘No! I was just finding out whether we can go. After all, you’re the one dead on your feet!’




  Kelly gave a melodramatic wince, as though Cassie had dropped her in it.




  ‘I knew it! You are having a terrible time,’ Henry said, deadpan and shaking his head.




  A chorus of ‘No’s came back at him.




  ‘I’ll bet it was Cornell banging on about the biomes near lakes Geneva and Baikal that did you in, wasn’t it? No, be honest.’




  Yet more ‘No’s.




  ‘We are crazy proud of you,’ Kelly said, leaning over and patting his shoulder. ‘I intend to dine out on this evening for months.’




  He sighed, looking bashful. ‘Well, you’ll be happy to learn my work here is done, anyway. I have a fancy new tie’ – he slid out the Explorers Club tie from his jacket

  pocket – ‘dinner in my stomach and a fat grant poised to drop into my bank account. What say you all to going on somewhere for a nightcap? I know a great little place in the Village

  that keeps fifty-year-old single malts behind the bar.’




  ‘Great,’ Kelly said with an easy shrug, her earlier tiredness gone.




  Cassie looked down at her and Kelly’s sumptuous floor-length dresses, wondering how their uptown dress code would be received in a downtown bar and already knowing there was no point in

  worrying about it – Henry had once talked down a man who had pointed an Uzi automatic at him in Yemen.




  ‘Super,’ Cassie smiled, squeezing his arm and leaning into him tiredly.




  Brett went ahead in the hope of hailing a passing cab, as Henry retrieved their coats. Kelly had lent Cassie a tiny black faux-fur bolero, which did practically nothing to combat the

  temperature, but they would only be outside for a few moments as they moved from kerb to car, and at least it covered her arms.




  ‘OK, guys!’ they heard Brett call, as they stood just inside the doors of the Jacobean townhouse, looking out into the white-speckled night.




  Henry pushed open the door, a gust of wind skirmishing around them as Kelly led the way down the steps towards the waiting cab. The slick pavements shimmered in the street lights, yellow taxis

  speeding past with their roof lights off and droplets spinning from the wheels. It was more shockingly cold in the bitter night air than she had braced herself for and Cassie wrapped her arms

  tightly around herself, shivering, as she waited for Kelly to slide across the back seat in her narrow dress. A gusty wind had picked up while they’d been at the dinner and she half laughed,

  half gasped as the skirt of her dress was blown back against her legs, billowing behind like a scarlet sail.




  ‘Oh my God! This weather!’ she squealed.




  In the next moment, as though heaven sent, sudden warmth settled upon her shoulders and her fingertips found the soft splay of velvet as Henry tucked his jacket around her. She angled her head

  happily as he stood behind her and kissed her neck, a small sigh escaping her as she reflexively closed her eyes.




  ‘There’s no such thing as bad weather . . .’ he murmured, his breath hot on her exposed neck.




  ‘Just the wrong clothes,’ she finished for him, easily recognizing the quote from his lifelong idol, Sir Ranulph Fiennes. She was a very good fiancée.




  He laughed, impressed, and she carelessly arched an eyebrow – pleased with herself too. She turned to get into the car just as a cab slowly sluiced past, a pale face behind the

  rain-mottled window fixed upon them – her.




  Cassie stiffened in shock as the cab glided past into the night. No. There were more than nineteen million people in this city. Not possible. There was no way that could have

  been the one person she didn’t want to see. No way. The rain was too hard, the night too dark to see properly; she hadn’t even caught a glimpse, just garnered an impression

  really.




  And yet . . . she had been known to recognize friends in her peripheral vision just by their walk.




  ‘Cass? You OK?’




  She looked back at Henry, who was watching her with quiet calm, his hand by her elbow. She realized she had paused, mid-step into the car.




  ‘Of course,’ she said weakly, trying to laugh off his concern and sliding in beside Kelly.




  The door closed behind Henry with a thunk, his thighs warm as they pressed against hers, but the cold had already seeped into her bones and she gave a big shiver.




  ‘Ooh, someone just walk over your grave?’ Kelly winked.




  She couldn’t know how right she was.




  







  Chapter Two




  Three months later




  Morning had broken – the tuneful din of two hundred coal tits chirruping in the crab apple tree outside the open window told her so. She stirred fractionally,

  heavy-limbed and rested, as the breeze rippled over her bare skin like a breath, Henry’s hand in the nook of her waist; she felt his fingers spread as she stretched, her body firming beneath

  his inert fingertips before relaxing back into the softness he adored.




  Her eyelids fluttered open and closed several times like a basking butterfly’s wings, blinking the busy blossomed tree into focus. They never drew the curtains, and she didn’t need

  to be standing at the sash window to know that somewhere Breezy, Mrs Jenkins’s cat from the flat below, would be sitting watching and waiting for just one of the tiny spirited birds to linger

  a moment too long on the shaded grass.




  She could see the sky was already a promising blue, narrow drifts of clouds spinning into airy thinness as the sun began to get into its stride, and the dull roar of traffic on Embankment was

  already beginning to build. She sighed sleepily, used to it now.




  Another zephyr blew in, unsettling a sheaf of papers stacked loosely on a tower of books on the floor, several pages blowing free and settling on the coir matting like stepping stones. Her eyes

  wandered the room with bleary indolence. Heaps of clothes were piled along the footboard of the iron bedstead so that nothing could be seen of it; a picture they’d bought at the Affordable

  Art Fair in Battersea Park was still propped against the far wall, ready to be hung whenever Henry remembered to buy nails; the whisper-pink roses he’d bought for her the week before were

  still luscious and dewy on the chest of drawers; the powder-blue walls colour-matched the sky, at this early hour at least. Her eyes stopped at the photo on her bedside table, taken of her and

  Henry at Kelly and Brett’s wedding almost two years ago, the very hour they’d finally got together; it was their favourite photograph – her arms wrapped tightly round his neck,

  both of them laughing, eyes bright as tigers’ so that to the casual observer, it would have seemed it had been their wedding.




  She closed her eyes again, a smile on her lips. Home.




  That wasn’t to say it was perfect. The flat was far too small – even she would admit that now – but after a decade of being the chatelaine in a grand Scottish country house,

  she had fallen hard for the intimate charm of somewhere ‘cosy’ – her buzzword for everything good: log fires, Henry’s jumpers, a bubbling pot of chilli con carne – and

  when they’d first viewed it, she’d sworn to be the queen of edits. They would live minimally, she had declared; she didn’t want ‘things’ anyway; her divorce from Gil

  had shown her just how little comfort they provided when your world was dismantled bit by bit – my chair, my lamp, your mirror, my silver . . . And Henry

  proudly considered himself someone who prioritized experiences over possessions in any event (although that wasn’t to say he wasn’t dearly fond of his PS4 and the plasma that took up

  almost one wall in the sitting room and made her feel on Saturday afternoons that their flat was actually a box at his beloved Twickers).




  Their intentions had been sincere and well meant at the time, but it’s hard for two people to build a life together in only 800 square feet of prime London property, not to mention their

  mutual careers which came with unwieldy accoutrements. Henry’s, as a professional explorer, meant ice axes and crampons were stored beneath the sofa, and metres of fluorescent climbing ropes

  were loosely looped on nails tapped in along the picture rails round the tops of the walls. Cassie’s career, meanwhile, as co-owner of Eat ’n’ Mess, a vintage picnic company that

  put together old-school hampers for high-end society events, meant – in a reversal of Kelly’s Manhattan bachelorette apartment, where cashmere jumpers had been kept in the unused oven

  – there were baking trays in the shelving unit where her jeans should be, cake boxes instead of hatboxes; her make-up was kept in the cutlery drawer, and the kitchen had no table as such but

  a carefully stacked arrangement of wicker baskets that held Eat ’n’ Mess’s vast collection of mismatched porcelain tea sets and Welsh rugs, resulting in their ‘dinner

  parties’ – which actually meant plates on laps, sitting on upturned terracotta flowerpots (or, most prized of all, an upside-down large yellow bucket) on the fire escape –

  becoming as famous with the neighbours as with their friends.




  So yes, it was a tiny flat, but she still maintained it was a gorgeous tiny flat. The clotted-cream sitting room caught the evening sun, and on every one of their four windowsills there was a

  herb garden: Henry liked to have the basil outside their bedroom, as he said it reminded him of Italy and the time they’d almost, but not quite, got it on; he said he never wanted to forget

  how excruciating it had been to have her in his life but still just out of reach; The lavender, which reminded him of his mother’s garden, where they had got it on, was outside the

  bathroom; the camomile, which she used for tea and was one of their earliest love tokens, was outside the sitting room; and the thyme and rosemary were outside the kitchen.




  She loved it here. She loved him. Their messy, spilling-out-at-the-edges life was everything she wanted. Henry shifted beside her, his arm easily drawing her in tighter so that the small gap

  between their bodies closed and they touched from tip to toe again so that nothing – not even the breeze – could slip between them.




  Her eyes were just closing again when she caught sight of the time on her alarm clock beside the bed.




  ‘Oh crap!’ she shouted, sitting bolt upright. ‘Henry, we’ve overslept!’




  ‘Wha—’ he groaned sleepily as she threw back the duvet and ran starkers across the room towards the hall console, where her knickers were kept.




  How could this have happened again? It was the third time in five days. They had to start going to bed earlier. They were in their early thirties now, not twenties. They weren’t

  bright young things anymore. If either one of them had office jobs, they’d have been sacked ten times over by now.




  ‘Get up! You’re late!’ she yelled over her shoulder, wishing she had a chest of drawers like most normal people. It’d be easier to access in emergencies.




  Henry sat up, the white duvet falling back to reveal his beautifully cut shoulders and smooth stomach, although his face was hazy with sleep. Then he saw the time on the clock and wide-awake

  horror crossed his face too.




  ‘Oh shit!’ he hollered, leaping out of bed and almost immediately going flying on a stray sheet of paper that had drifted to his side of the bed. He grabbed the door for support, but

  that only swung under his weight, leaving him in an undignified half-crab pose above the bedside table. ‘Bloody buggery hell!’ he shouted crossly, righting himself and wondering if

  he’d pulled a muscle in his hip.




  ‘Here!’ Cassie said, throwing him a clean pair of boxers from across the room. Luckily, he’d already hung out his suit and shirt the night before and he was in those and

  straightening his tie before Cassie had found her clean shirt – the red lumberjack one – to go with her jeans.




  ‘Cass, come on,’ he said impatiently, snapping on the clasp of his watch. ‘I’ll have to go without you. You know I can’t wait.’




  ‘It’s OK. I’m done. I’m coming,’ she panted, tightening the double knots on her Converses and standing up. They both jogged across the room then to the front

  door.




  ‘You mean like last night?’ Henry grinned, with a wink, as he held the door open for her and she sprinted down the four flights of stairs. ‘Because that really was something .

  . .’




  ‘Shut up!’ she laughed.




  Everyone was waiting for them when they arrived eleven minutes later, with ninety seconds to spare.




  ‘Jesus Christ, you cut it fine!’ Archie said, wild-eyed, his red hair leaping like a lord – he badly needed a haircut – as Cassie and Henry shot into view on the

  westbound District Line platform at Victoria, the agreed meeting place. There must have been thirty or forty other men just like them – in suits and trainers – clustered around, waiting

  for the four minutes past eight. ‘Give a guy a heart attack why don’t you? I thought I was going to have to do this thing on my own.’




  ‘You’ll never walk alone, mate,’ Henry winked, patting him heartily on the shoulder.




  ‘It’s not the walking I’m worried about,’ Archie said, checking the tension on his red braces and loosening his tie. ‘I didn’t fancy asking Suze to be my

  running buddy.’




  Henry laughed, not least because his sister, Suzy – Archie’s wife – was wearing a face like thunder as she tried to hold on to her wriggling two-year-old daughter, Velvet, who

  was unfortunately in the throes of a biting phase and was eyeing the legs around her with particular appetite.




  The train pulled in to the station with a squeal of brakes, the doors hissing open as everyone spilled in, the carriages blessedly relatively empty as they went against the rush-hour traffic and

  headed out instead towards the suburbs.




  Cassie greeted Suzy with a kiss, easily taking Velvet from her as the toddler spied ‘Auntie Kiss-Kiss’ and settled peacefully on her lap.




  ‘Oversleep again, did you?’ Suzy asked wryly. She knew perfectly well why Cassie and Henry were forever sleeping past their alarm.




  Cassie mouthed a sarcastic ‘Ha, ha’ back to her as the train pulled out. It was carnage in the carriage as the panoply of men in suits and trainers dominated – some, led by

  Archie, began singing sea shanties (quite why, she didn’t know); others were jogging lightly on the spot, stretching their arms and necks – as the regular commuters looked on in puzzled

  but persistent silence.




  ‘God, it’s like the last train to Brighton in here,’ Suzy said, wrinkling her nose as the aroma of a McDonald’s breakfast drifted over. ‘Honestly, every year

  it’s the same and every year I swear never again . . .’




  Cassie tilted her head sympathetically. ‘Arch is so determined to make it, though. He tries so hard and it’d be terrible for you to miss it.’




  ‘He’s never going to make it, Cass,’ Suzy said in a low tone. ‘His idea of a training session is jogging down to the pub.’




  Cassie shook her head resolutely. ‘Nope. This is his year. I can feel it.’




  ‘Well, that’s one of us.’




  Cassie jigged her legs lightly, softly singing the theme tune to Sleeping Beauty to Velvet – her emerging favourite film – as the train rattled along the tunnel, rocking

  side to side in the blackness until the gradual whine of the brakes was heard, the iconic London Underground sign whizzing past the windows, indecipherable at speed, but gradually slowing like a

  roulette wheel so that she could make out ‘South Kensington’ in red letters.




  The doors opened again and most of the passengers on the platform took one look at the assorted bunch in shirtsleeves and trainers – some of whom were trying to raise a haka – and

  opted for the neighbouring carriages.




  ‘Right, well, nearly there,’ Archie said as the train started moving again. He put himself through some dubious stretching exercises before bounding over, his freckled hand gently

  rustling Velvet’s white-blonde hair. ‘Kiss Daddy for luck, Velvet?’ he asked, bending down, lips pursed in an impressive trout pout as he waited – and waited – for his

  toddler to comply.




  Suzy was just as reluctant, fussing with Archie’s bike clips instead, which he had attached to his trousers to minimize ‘wind resistance’, then adjusting his braces and

  checking he’d put Vaseline on his nipples. ‘We don’t want a repeat of last year, do we?’ she asked, before giving him a firm peck on the lips.




  ‘Ready, mate?’ Henry asked, rolling up his shirtsleeves and handing his jacket and briefcase to Cassie with a kiss. He pushed his index finger against the tip of her nose, his eyes

  lingering on her mouth, just as the train jolted to a complete stop. ‘Don’t move,’ he said with a wink, before turning and slipping through the mass of City-shirted backs to the

  doors.




  ‘As if,’ she sighed to herself, hugging his jacket tighter.




  With their customary hiss, the doors opened and the pack set off with a roar, sprinting onto the platform, arms pumping and ties flying. Cassie couldn’t help but get up with Velvet and

  watch them go. Henry was in the lead group, of course, racing up the stairs, which were positioned bang outside their carriage; Arch was bringing up the rear and looking like he’d got a

  stitch before he’d even reached the top. Within a minute they were out of sight, although not earshot.




  Cassie ducked back into the carriage. Having been overcrowded only seconds before, it was now empty and quiet, the remaining passengers settling back down with relief to their newspapers and

  smartphones, the new ones boarding hastily as the station attendant held up his paddle and blew the whistle.




  Suzy lifted the massive nappy bag, which was significantly larger than the toddler it served, off the seat she had ‘reserved’ and Cassie sat down again, handing over Velvet and

  carefully folding Henry’s jacket over her lap as the train pulled away. She checked his briefcase to make sure he’d remembered, in all the rush, his iPad, which contained his notes.




  ‘When’s the meeting?’ Suzy asked.




  ‘Nine.’




  ‘Nine? How’s he going to get back into town in time for that?’




  ‘He’s not. They’re doing it over breakfast at the Hurlingham.’ The private club was based on the outer boundary of Fulham, the Thames flanking it on one side, and was

  only two Tube stops further on from where this daft interlude was supposed to end.




  Suzy shook her head. ‘You are completely stark raving bollocksy-mad. I thought you said this meeting was the make or break for the Arctic expedition?’




  ‘It is,’ Cassie murmured, checking the iPad was actually charged.




  ‘And yet he thought it was a good idea to do his best Chariots of Fire impression half an hour beforehand?’




  Cassie smiled. They both knew this event was run to mark the anniversary of Bannister breaking the four-minute mile. It was usually scheduled for the date of the actual anniversary – 6 May

  – but Henry, as the organizer, had had to push it back a few weeks as he’d been travelling so much, pulling the team together and schmoozing the great and good of the political and

  environmental worlds who liked what he was doing. He couldn’t afford to cancel again on account of a meeting, especially with the expedition just around the corner now, which would take him

  out of the country again. ‘He reckons they’d understand if he’s late.’




  ‘He’d better hope they do. Isn’t someone else in the running for the grant?’




  ‘Yes, but it’s fine. This is just about being seen to be following correct procedure; the fact is, the whole thing’s been all but agreed.’




  Suzy paused, only slightly mollified. ‘Well, I personally think you’re loons.’




  ‘I know.’ Cassie instinctively reached across and stroked Velvet’s round cheek again. She really was a dreamy-looking child, inheriting her father’s dimples and her

  mother’s distinctive blonde hair and dark brown eyes. (It was on account of her rich, velvety eyes that she was known by her middle name and not her first, Clemency, or even her beloved

  antenatal nickname, Cupcake.)




  ‘You’re dead broody,’ Suzy smirked.




  Cassie whipped her hand away smartly. ‘I am not!’ she retorted, as though Suzy had said, ‘You’re dead ugly,’ instead.




  ‘So then . . . ?’




  ‘I’m simply hatching a plan to kidnap your delicious daughter and sell her to Vera Wang as a professional flower girl.’




  ‘Ha! Don’t think I haven’t considered it!’ Suzy gave a sharp laugh, but something in her tone vibrated in Cassie’s head like a tuning fork.




  ‘How is work?’




  Suzy’s wedding-planning consultancy in Pimlico netted all the chicest, most cosmopolitan brides in one of London’s smartest quarters, although that also meant their demands were off

  the scale and Suzy was often run ragged in her quest to deliver them the perfection they sought. Yet she had seemed uncharacteristically mellow recently.




  There was a protracted silence as Suzy’s eyes roamed the carriage as though looking for spies. ‘Houston, we have a problem,’ she said finally, her eyes meek, for once, as they

  met Cassie’s.




  ‘What kind of problem?’




  ‘A problem that I hadn’t realized is as bad as it is.’ Suzy shook her head, distractedly playing with one of Velvet’s cowlicks. ‘You remember Archie’s last

  bonus at Christmas was pants?’




  ‘Yes.’ How could they ever forget? Suzy had rampaged like a wounded bull at the bank’s very clear message for her husband to push off, as Henry had taken Archie down to the pub

  to drown his sorrows.




  ‘Well, I thought it was just a matter of him making a few phone calls, you know? But I kid you not, he has more meetings with headhunters than he does with clients, and still nothing. The

  market’s dead and he’s stressed to the eyeballs.’




  Cassie couldn’t pretend she knew anything about the world of finance or what a risk-weighted asset was. ‘But people are still getting married, right? I mean, things are still good

  for you work-wise?’




  Cassie realized the train had stopped, the carriage emptying dramatically, and she glanced round to see where they were. Earls Court. Already? They had sailed through Gloucester Road without her

  even noticing.




  ‘Listen, I didn’t realize the scale of things with Arch. He’s been trying to keep it from me, and I’ve been so wrapped up in Velvet . . .’ She kissed her

  daughter’s head again, her eyes instinctively closing at the scent of her. ‘Well . . . I’ve been turning jobs down, trying to strike that famous work–life balance.’

  She looked across at Cassie, her big brown eyes doe-like as Cassie saw fear in them. ‘I was trying to learn from my mistakes, for once. I didn’t want to be all strung out like I was

  before she was born, you know?’




  Cassie rubbed her friend’s arm lightly as the train pulled away again. ‘Of course you didn’t. You’ve done exactly the right thing, putting Velvet first.’

  Suzy’s mania in the run-up to Kelly’s wedding had led to Velvet being born several weeks early.




  ‘Have I, though? Cass, the phone’s barely rung with any new enquiries for weeks now. I think word went out that I wasn’t taking on any new jobs, as opposed to I wasn’t

  taking on too many jobs. I’ve got Marie colour-coding the magazines, and my last bride gets married a week Saturday. There’s nothing in after that.’




  ‘Nothing?’ Cassie couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice.




  Suzy shook her head, swallowing hard. ‘That’s not all. We’re . . .’ Her voice faltered. ‘We’re struggling with the mortgage. Arch thinks we might have to

  sell.’




  Cassie grasped her friend by the wrist. ‘Oh, Suze, no!’




  ‘But you mustn’t say a word about it – not to Arch, not to Henry either,’ Suzy said urgently. ‘If Arch wants to talk about it, then he will. You’ve got to let

  him bring it up. He’d kill me for telling you.’




  ‘Of course not. I won’t say a word.’




  They sat in silence for a bit, both rocking to the motion of the train.




  ‘So what are you going to do?’ Cassie asked.




  ‘Not sure. Hang out at the London Eye and hand my card to anyone coming off with a red rose and an empty bottle of fizz?’




  ‘Surely your contacts and suppliers can put the word out for you?’




  ‘Listen, by the time someone gets to a caterer or a florist, they’ve already got the wedding planner.’




  ‘Oh, right, yes, I guess.’ Cassie bit her lip. ‘Well, I mean, I can keep an eye out for you. I’ve got the Ascot gig tomorrow and then the Gold Cup polo. I bet loads of

  proposals happen there! I could keep a load of your cards on one of the tables.’




  Suzy arched an eyebrow. ‘Or you could just hurry up and marry my brother? Now that’s a wedding I’m dying to organize.’




  ‘We’re too busy to get down to the nitty-gritty of organizing something like that at the moment. Henry’s about to swan off to the Arctic, and I’m booked for the next five

  years of Ascots already.’




  It was Suzy’s turn to place a hand on Cassie’s arm. ‘And that is precisely why people like you hire people like me.’




  Cassie had to grin. ‘Suze, I promise you that there will be no one organizing my wedding other than you. Not me. Not even my mother.’ Cassie frowned. ‘Actually, especially not

  my mother – she’d have me in gold.’




  ‘Well, I don’t know, Cass,’ Suzy sighed despondently. ‘What hope do I have of landing other brides, if I can’t get you to marry my own freakin’ stud-muffin

  brother?’




  Cassie shrugged. ‘It’s not because I don’t love him, you know.’




  ‘Oh, I know that! We all know exactly how much you two love each other, thanks to the almost-permanent snogging going on between you.’




  The train stopped again. West Brompton. They were overground now and Cassie looked out over the London rooftops, pigeons roosting on chimney pots, inflated white clouds billowing across the sky

  like flyaway sheets.




  The carriage was almost theirs alone now, save for a couple of teenagers with their feet on the seats at the end – they were lucky Suzy hadn’t pounced on them: she was to dirty shoes

  what Kirstie Allsopp was to litter – and a man in a suit two seats along, engrossed in a level of Candy Crush on his iPad. Cassie wondered whether he’d missed his stop. The area they

  were travelling into was becoming more and more residential.




  Velvet was beginning to wriggle on Suzy’s lap now, the amusement factor of travelling on public transport diminishing with the crowds. Suzy reached into her bag and pulled out a small

  Tupperware of carrot sticks, handing one to her eager child.




  The doors closed and the train pulled away again, Cassie still lost in thought about her friend’s problems.




  ‘So, are you all set for Ascot? You said it was a big gig,’ Suzy asked.




  ‘Oh . . . yes. We’ve got sixty covers and three separate sittings to cater for: champagne breakfast, lunch and high tea. I’ve got to bake a hundred and eighty eclairs today,

  once I’ve picked the car up after this.’




  Her cream Morris Minor was back in the garage again. Henry had warned her about the unreliability of the alternator and radiator, but she’d been so adamant it looked right (much as the

  teeny-tiny flat had looked right) – so shiny! so post-war! – parked beside the bell tent on their big-set, yesteryear picnics that she’d gone ahead and bought it instead of a new

  Golf. Now it was in for ‘touch-ups’ every other month and she knew Jim, the mechanic, so well she took him tins of home-made rainbow-coloured macaroons for his wife’s

  birthday.




  ‘How is Jim?’




  ‘Really pleased. Kayla got her first-choice school.’




  ‘Yeah? That’s great,’ Suzy murmured distractedly about the family she’d never met.




  The train was already slowing again and they were pulling into the platform at Fulham Broadway, their destination.




  ‘We’re here,’ Cassie said, getting up and walking over to the doors.




  ‘Yes, but are they?’ Suzy asked as the train slowed almost to a stop.




  ‘Hmm, I can’t see them,’ Cassie said, pressing her face as close to the glass as she dared. ‘Oh, wait!’ Cassie laughed suddenly as she caught sight of Henry racing

  into view like he’d been catapulted, his blond-brown scruffy hair flying behind him, his tie flapping like a windsock by his shoulder as he ran over the bridge and descended the stairs three

  at a time, coming to a stop just as the doors opened. Jammy devil.




  They stared at each other for a beat, him panting hard, before he grinned. ‘What took you so long?’ he asked, kissing her on the mouth and straightening his tie as he stepped back

  onto the very carriage he had disembarked from four stations earlier. Mission accomplished. Winner of the Annual Tube Dash six years running.




  A gaggle of other sprinters, all racing for second place, hove into view moments later, jumping down the stairs like grasshoppers – missing four at a time – and flying into the

  carriage with roars of delight, slapping each other and high-fiving, as they too had successfully negotiated twenty-seven roads, four Tube stations and thousands of pedestrians to sprint the

  1.5-mile course and beat the train.




  ‘Oh Jeez, where’s Arch?’ Suzy asked, resignedly throwing the nappy bag over her shoulder and lifting Velvet as she stood up. The runners seemed more in need of her seat than

  she did. ‘Anyone seen him?’




  Henry shrugged. ‘Sorry, Suze. I wasn’t looking behind me,’ he grinned.




  Suzy swatted him about the head – as his big sister by thirteen months, it was her prerogative.




  ‘I overtook him at the hospital if that helps,’ one of the other guys laughed, holding his arms up protectively in case she came and walloped him too.




  ‘It’s OK – I can see him, Suze,’ Cassie said, pointing to the bridge.




  Archie and a couple of the other runners were not so much running as lurching their way across, their eyes on the train already at the platform.




  ‘Come on, Arch!’ Suzy bellowed, leaning out from the carriage. She had the lungs of a pufferfish. ‘You can do it!’ She turned to Cassie. ‘Oh, please, God, let him

  do it. If he can just do it this one time, then he can give it up.’




  Henry sucked on his teeth. ‘I don’t know, sis,’ he teased. ‘Look, the station guard’s got his paddle up. It’s not looking good.’ Cassie marvelled that

  Henry’s breathing had already returned to normal. Henry leaned back out through the doors again. ‘Come on, Arch! One last push!’




  ‘He’s not having a bloody baby!’ Suzy protested as Archie began descending the stairs, holding the handrail as he staggered down them.




  The warning beeps that the doors were about to close sounded and Suzy automatically leaned against one of them, holding it open.




  ‘Come on, Arch!’ she hollered again.




  ‘I don’t think so!’ Henry said, spotting her trickery and pulling her away, allowing the doors to close.




  ‘Henry!’




  ‘No, no cheating. It’s not fair, and it’s not what Arch would want. You either win or lose on merit alone – he knows that.’




  As if to prove the point, an exhausted runner got to the doors, two seconds too late, pressing his palms to the glass windows as the train slowly began to roll towards the river and Putney

  beyond. The other guys began to jeer at the poor fellow; Henry gave an apologetic shrug and a ‘never mind’ thumbs-up.




  ‘Well, that’s all very well for you to say when you’re six foot four with legs as long as ladders,’ Suzy argued, exasperated that this would mean another year of

  listening to Arch moan about having to ‘train for the train’.




  ‘Wait . . .’ Cassie gasped, her tone like a blade through the siblings’ spat. Suzy and Henry looked back out of the window. Archie was near the bottom of the stairs, but he had

  stopped running – not because the train was pulling away. His eyes were wide, but he didn’t even appear to be seeing the train. He was holding on to the handrail with one hand,

  seemingly frozen on the spot.




  ‘Arch?’ Suzy whispered, taking in his grey pallor compared to everyone else’s florid pink cheeks, watching as the freeze in his features gave way to a silent splitting spasm,

  which wracked his face and shocked his body back and then forwards, sending him flying down the last steps onto the platform.




  He was only feet away from where they had been, but the train was moving faster now, and as she was whisked out of sight of her dying husband, Suzy began to scream.




  







  Chapter Three




  Midnight had been and gone by the time Henry eased open the spare bedroom door and peered in. Cassie, who had been staring at the wedding photo of her two closest friends in

  the world – wholly unable to sleep – propped herself up on her elbow and blinked back at him, trying to read the news in his face. All she could see was his exhaustion.




  ‘Just say it quickly,’ she said, before he could open his mouth.




  ‘There’s nothing to say,’ Henry said, sinking onto the side of the bed beside her. She was still in her clothes – not sure if she would be summoned to bring

  Velvet to the hospital at a moment’s notice – and lying on top of the duvet. It had seemed easier to stay at Suzy and Archie’s rather than in their tiny flat, not least because

  all of Velvet’s toys and nappies and bottles were here, but the tragedy seemed amplified in the house of its victims – photographs on every surface, memories at every turn – and

  she hadn’t been able to close her eyes long enough to doze.




  Henry absently reached for the raspberry-pink wool blanket at the bottom of the bed and draped it over her while he talked, trying to stay busy, keep occupied as he said the words.

  ‘He’s not out of the woods yet. He’s still in the CCU. His heart rhythms are too erratic for him to be moved anywhere else at this point.’ His eyes flicked to hers.

  ‘He had another heart attack two hours after being admitted, so they’re not taking any chances.’




  Cassie’s hands flew to her mouth. Another one? He had been completely grey by the time Cassie and Suzy had got to him. Henry had run all the way back from Parson’s Green, the next

  stop, beating the cab the girls had frantically hailed on the street and, no doubt, all the trains too.




  ‘And how’s Suze?’ Cassie’s big blue eyes were as wide as the sky was dark. She knew that behind her friend’s straight-talking, don’t-mess demeanour was a

  heart as fragile as a bird’s egg.




  ‘Being invincible. She’s watching over him like a bodyguard, wanting to know what every tube is for, and she didn’t let go of his hand once the whole time I was there. She

  bawled out one nurse because she got the date wrong. She said if she wasn’t even sure of the day’s date, how could she trust her on anything more serious?’ He shrugged, rubbing

  his face in his hands. ‘How’s Velvet?’




  ‘Oh, she’s fine,’ Cassie nodded. She had been looking after the child from the second Suzy had clambered into the ambulance with Archie. ‘Oblivious, really. The only

  wobble was when she wanted Suzy at bedtime, but she was fine as soon as she had her bottle. I thought she might want to sleep in here with me, but she went down in her cot, no problem.’




  ‘Sweet thing,’ Henry murmured, but a fault line ran through his voice, close to cracking it in two. ‘She’s too young to—’




  ‘Shh, I know,’ Cassie said, scrambling up onto her knees and wrapping her arms around him. She knew what he had been going to say – that Velvet was too young to be without a

  father, that she’d be too young to remember him if Archie did die.




  ‘No. All this is my fault,’ Henry said, pulling away from her and, resting his elbow on his knees, pinching the bridge of his nose as agonies ran over his features.




  ‘Henry, how can you think that? Of course it isn’t!’




  He whipped up his head. ‘Cass, I physically stopped Suzy from keeping the doors open. I kept her from getting to him.’




  She remembered how he’d moved Suzy out of the way of the doors to let them close, how, as they’d pulled out of the station, he’d had to stop Suzy from tugging the emergency

  cord – his logic wrestling with her instinct, as he’d tried to explain it was, counter-intuitively, quicker for them to get to the next station than stop in a tunnel

  outside that one, even though her husband was lying on the platform and beginning to die.




  ‘You did the right thing, at every point,’ Cassie said quietly.




  He shook his head irritably. ‘I set the pace too fast.’




  ‘No. The train set the pace too fast. You had nine and a half minutes to make it; the train wasn’t waiting for anyone. That’s the whole point.’




  Henry got up and paced across the floor, raking his hands through his hair. ‘I shouldn’t have talked him into it. He didn’t even want to do it. I made him do

  it.’




  Cassie watched him. ‘The only person who makes Arch do anything is Suzy. We all know that.’




  Henry laughed, but it came out like a bark – joyless and hard – and he continued pacing. ‘I shouldn’t have—’




  ‘Henry, stop this! Archie is unfit and stressed to the eyeballs. Suze told me on the train while you were gone – his job’s on the line. They might lose the house. She’s

  been worried about him for weeks.’




  Henry stopped moving. ‘What are you talking about? He hasn’t said anything about it to me.’




  ‘He hasn’t talked about it to anyone.’




  Henry stared back at her, his eyes unseeing upon her face for once as the news sank in, before he collapsed back down onto the bed again, dropping his head into his hands.




  Cassie crawled over to him and began kneading his shoulders. They were practically sewn together by the tension in his body. ‘Listen, he’ll be OK now. He’s in the safest place

  he could be, and it’s been nearly twenty-four hours since it happened. That’s the most dangerous time, right?’




  Actually, it had only been fifteen hours, but neither one of them made the correction. They both wanted to believe . . .




  Henry groaned as she worked on a particularly hard knot in one of the muscles.




  ‘You’re exhausted,’ she said quietly, reaching over and kissing the side of his neck. ‘Lie down. You’re no good to anyone without sleep, and Suzy’s going to

  need us to keep the wheels on for her tomorrow.’




  Without resistance or complaint, but guilt still written all over his face, Henry rolled down onto his side. Cassie covered him with the blanket. He was still wearing his suit trousers with the

  trainers, his meeting with the Explorers Club completely forgotten in the aftermath of Archie’s collapse. Cassie pulled his trainers off for him, the laces still tied.




  The slow rise and fall of his ribs told her he was already almost asleep and she spooned herself around him, her hand resting on his hip, his tight body slackening with incipient sleep. But

  there was no crab apple tree outside this bedroom window, no birds singing, and she wondered how she could have felt so safe and bulletproof in her world yesterday when today it felt made of

  glass.




  The blue hulk of the Chelsea & Westminster Hospital towered over them and Cassie held Velvet closer to her as she walked through the doors, half a step behind Henry. It was

  the hospital where Velvet was supposed to have been born, had she not come early, and Cassie’s only visits here had been happy ones – accompanying Suzy on some of her antenatal

  appointments and laughing at Suzy’s lively facial expressions as she jumped on the scales or had blood taken, before linking arms and splurging on coffees and cake in the Starbucks outside.

  They, neither one of them, could have foreseen that two years later they’d be back here in such terrible circumstances.




  Henry, after only an hour and a half of utter oblivion, had slept badly and he jabbed the lift button impatiently, his jaw thrust forward, hands on his hips. They hadn’t showered or had

  breakfast, and Cassie watched his foot tap before she broke her gaze to stroke Velvet’s hair as the child asked for Mummy and Daddy again.




  ‘Just one more minute, darling,’ Cassie whispered, kissing her head, before repositioning her on her hip. ‘We’re on our way to see her right now.’




  The lift opened and Henry tutted as he stepped out of the way of a porter pushing a man in a wheelchair. He pressed the button too hard again to the right floor, shaking his head irritably as

  the doors closed at a sedate pace.




  ‘It’ll be OK. They would have rung us if there’d been any change,’ Cassie said, touching his shirtsleeve lightly.




  Henry glanced down at her with ashen skin and bloodshot eyes, and she swallowed at the sight of him so cut up. She’d never seen him like this before. Henry was always the fixer, the calm

  eye at the centre of every storm, the beating heart of every party. He knew everyone and everything (the temperature of the sun? The velocity of a speeding bullet shot in a vacuum? The speed of

  sound when measured at sea level? Cassie had flung all these questions at him and he’d known the answers off the top of his head), and his happy-go-lucky smile and energy for life saw him

  make friends, contacts and alliances wherever he went.




  She was the weak link in the relationship – the flapper, the panicker, the worrier, the hider, the one who couldn’t change a wheel, mix a Martini or cope in a crisis. But he

  needed her now. Archie wasn’t just a brother-in-law; he wasn’t just a friend. He was the guy who had hopped into his beaten-up Golf and driven 800 miles when seventeen-year-old Henry

  got lost on the wilds of Rannoch Moor and had only enough phone battery to make one ten-second call; he was the guy who not only dug the grave for Henry’s beloved childhood Labrador, Rover,

  but bought and planted a rosebush above it too; he was the guy who still held the world record for Pac-Man (but was pitiful at FIFA), who laughed like a goose, had never knowingly worn

  matching socks and had married his wife on account of her rich lasagne and even richer eyes. He was Henry’s blood, his brother. There was simply no question of him dying.




  The doors opened and Henry was off again, arms swinging like a soldier’s as he marched directly to the CCU, from which he’d come – at the nurse’s insistence – only

  six hours before. Cassie and Velvet caught him up just as a nurse in blue trousers and tunic buzzed open the door. She must have been on the night shift, as she obviously recognized Henry, letting

  them all in with a nod and a bright smile.




  Inside the unit, everything felt different – the air was solid and thick like a slow-moving cloud, the light blue-tinted, and behind drawn floral curtains twenty different cardiac monitors

  beeped out of time with one another. Cassie closed her eyes, trying to brace herself for the sight of Archie on one of the beds, clad in a gown with tubes coming out of him; but all she could

  conjure was him this time yesterday, puckering up for a kiss from Velvet as Suzy adjusted his braces so that they didn’t rub his nipples when he ran – something Henry had been teasing

  him about ever since they’d bled on last year’s run and stained his shirt.




  Velvet dropped her favourite toy – a ragamuffin pig – on the floor and Cassie bent down to scoop him up.




  ‘How’s he been?’ she heard Henry ask the nurse in a low voice.




  ‘Quieter.’




  Quieter? It was hardly the answer they’d been hoping for, and as she stood again, Cassie saw a muscle clench in the ball of Henry’s jaw. Henry crossed the room in four strides, but

  Cassie saw how he paused before he stepped round the curtain; she clocked the slight rise in his shoulders as he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the horrific sight of his best mate

  flattened and barely alive on the bed.




  She turned back to Velvet and handed the child her beloved toy. ‘Here you go, darling.’




  ‘Can I help you?’




  She turned to find the nurse now looking at her, although her smile was brisk and considerably less warm than the one she’d given to Henry.




  ‘Uh, yes . . . I’m here to see Archie too.’




  ‘Archie . . . ?’




  How many Archies did they have in here? ‘Archie McLintlock.’




  ‘Are you family?’




  ‘Well, sort of . . .’ Cassie hesitated. ‘I mean, not strictly, not in a blood sense. But in a legal sense – well, one day, anyway.’




  The nurse stared back at her, baffled and cool.




  ‘He’s married to my fiancé’s sister,’ she said by way of explanation, jerking her head in the direction of where Henry had disappeared. ‘He’s my

  fiancé.’




  ‘Who is?’




  Cassie blinked. Was this woman being deliberately obtuse? Was she the nurse who’d got the date wrong yesterday and was out for revenge on Suzy’s nearest and dearest?




  ‘Henry. The man you were just talking to.’




  ‘I’m afraid only family is allowed in the CCU. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’




  ‘But . . .’ Cassie protested as the nurse shepherded her towards the door again, ‘I just explained.’




  ‘Your status does not qualify as family. I’m afraid you cannot stay in here.’




  ‘But surely I can at least say hello?’




  It was precisely the wrong thing to have said.




  ‘This is the Cardiac Care Unit. Mr McLintlock is in no state to “say hello”.’




  Cassie stared at her, a hot blush of indignation washing over her otherwise peaches complexion. ‘This child here is his daughter,’ she said, planting her feet firmly and hoisting

  Velvet higher onto her hip.




  ‘Children are not allowed on the ward.’




  ‘I understand that, but perhaps her mother would appreciate a few moments with her child, after what has undoubtedly been the roughest twenty-four hours of her life?’




  The nurse, who was standing by the door, hand poised over the entrance buzzer, looked back at her and Cassie tried to arrange her expression into something less combative. This was about Suzy

  and Arch and Velvet, not her having a battle with the nurse who was furtively flirting with her fiancé.




  The nurse relented. ‘Bay three. But only for a moment. If Mrs McLintlock wants to spend time with her daughter, she will have to do it off the ward. I can’t have any of the other

  patients being disturbed.’




  ‘Of course,’ Cassie nodded, before adding magnanimously, ‘Thank you.’




  She walked slowly across the room, already oblivious to the nurse’s eyes on her back, trying to brace herself for the image she already knew would be waiting for her behind the brown

  floral curtain. She peered round cautiously; she didn’t want to risk frightening Velvet and needed to see how bad things looked first.




  Suzy was asleep on a small camp bed that had been set up against the wall, with only a thin blanket over her, although she didn’t need it – it was so warm in here. And Archie . . .

  Archie looked like a dystopian warrior, his pale body covered in tubes and wires so that he looked more machine than man.




  She recoiled. It was every bit as brutal and mechanical-looking as she’d feared – her own father had died from a heart attack six years earlier, and although he had been in Hong Kong

  and she in Scotland at the time, this was the very image that had haunted her dreams. She stepped away from the curtain, shaking her head and trying to smile as Velvet frowned.




  ‘Kiss-Kiss,’ the child squawked, reacting to her unfamiliar expression.




  Cassie clasped her head and kissed her firm, chubby cheek again at the sound of the pet name her god-daughter had bestowed upon her. Velvet was too young to be able to say Cassie yet, and

  besides, Cassie never, ever stopped kissing her.




  ‘Velvet?’ The sound made them look up, as Suzy – wide-eyed but still shrouded in sleep – suddenly appeared round the curtain with a gasp of joy to see her daughter.

  ‘Oh, Velvy,’ Suzy whispered, taking her child from Cassie’s arms and covering her face in kisses. ‘Mummy’s missed you so much.’




  ‘Mum-my. Dad-dy.’




  ‘He’s sleeping, my sweet thing. But you can see him very soon, I promise. Did you have fun with Auntie Kiss-Kiss?’ Suzy looked across at Cassie and squeezed her arm hard.

  ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed.




  ‘I didn’t know whether you wanted her to see Arch or not,’ Cassie said in a quiet voice.




  ‘No. No. He looks . . . He looks . . .’ Suzy bit her lip as huge, swollen tears raced down her cheeks.




  Cassie threw her arms around her, around both mother and daughter, as Suzy’s shoulders began to heave. ‘Come on. Why don’t we go downstairs for a coffee? It’ll do you

  good to have a break from this place, and you can play with Velvet more easily. We’ve not had breakfast yet, anyway, so she’s probably starving.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘No buts. Henry’s here and we’ll only be a short while. I promise you’ll feel so much better for having a break.’




  Suzy nodded, frankly too exhausted to argue further. Her skin was almost bone-white, and even her famously chocolatey dark brown eyes had lost their richness. Cassie peered round the curtain

  – taking care not to look at Archie this time – but Henry had overheard and nodded in reply, without either one of them opening their mouths. He was leaning against the wall, arms

  folded over his chest, staring down at his closest friend and feeling – Cassie knew – helpless. And if there was one thing he wasn’t, it was that. He could cope with anything but

  that.




  Cassie ordered briskly – and too much – at the Starbucks counter as Suzy and Velvet bagged the leather sofas in the far corner, the two of them engrossed in a clapping game. She set

  down the tray of lattes, foamy milk for Velvet, croissants, pain au chocolat, pain au raisin, two muffins (double-chocolate and a ‘breakfast’ blueberry one), fruit salad and a

  muesli-yoghurt pot.




  Suzy arched her eyebrows.




  ‘You need to keep your strength up,’ Cassie said weakly, before Suzy could get a word out.




  ‘Clearly.’ Suzy reached forward and handed the fruit salad to Velvet, who instantly started sucking on a slice of mango and within seconds set off a bright yellow river of juice

  running down her chin.




  Cassie handed over a napkin, before grabbing the double-chocolate muffin and peeling back the case, slicing it in half and handing it over to Suzy on a plate. Suzy was famous for her sweet

  tooth, but she just looked down at it like it was made of chipboard.




  ‘Suze, you have to eat,’ Cassie scolded, bringing her chair closer.




  ‘I know. And I will.’ She set the plate back down on the table. ‘I just need to . . .’ She inhaled deeply. ‘Take a minute. Everything happened so quickly yesterday

  – the train pulling away as Arch fell, being trapped until the next stop . . . It was like being in one of those dreams where you can’t run, can’t throw a punch . . . you

  know?’ Her head dropped down, her legs shaking.




  Cassie squeezed her knee, remembering it all too clearly: Suzy’s screams, the way she’d pounded at the windows so hard Cassie had thought they would shatter, how Henry had had to

  hold her back from pulling the emergency stop as she wrestled with him, reaching for the red handle.




  ‘I keep thinking I’m dreaming. Last night, when I was lying in that bed and all I could hear were these machines, keeping everyone alive, keeping Arch alive . . . ! I mean,

  how is it even possible that this is happening? Yesterday I had to kick him out of bed for snoring like a train, and now he’s in here.’




  ‘You’re in shock yourself, Suze.’




  Suzy’s eyes lifted to hers and a long moment passed between them. ‘What will I do if he doesn’t . . . ?’ She couldn’t articulate the thought, as though to give it

  voice were to give it life, as though the words would be comprehensible to Velvet even if she weren’t involved in a suck-to-the-death on an orange segment. ‘No one else would put up

  with me the way he does, as you’re always telling me,’ she muttered with a wry, hollow laugh.




  ‘Well, it’s true. You’re a nightmare – far too bossy and always right. Which is why Arch is going to survive this.’ Cassie smiled kindly.

  ‘There’s no way he’ll leave you and Velvet. There’s not a man on this planet who has got more to fight for than him. You two are his world.’




  Tears began to fall from Suzy’s eyes again, her lips drawn thin as she struggled for self-control. ‘God, the irony. Just when you think things can’t get any worse, they go and

  do.’ She shook her head. ‘I thought the past few months had been so hard on us – Archie’s barely been around, and I’ve been a snappy cow, knowing I should have been

  doing more than I was but not wanting to burst my bubble with Veevs. I thought that was our hard-luck story, you know? A piffling little bonus was our karmic retribution for . . .

  whatever. But what does any of it matter now he’s lying in a bed up there on a ventilator? Who gives a stuffed cow about some job? He always hated it anyway. Said the blokes on his desk were

  losers who—’




  Cassie interrupted her with another squeeze of her knee. ‘You will get past this, Suze. Archie isn’t going to die. He wouldn’t bloody dare, not till you give him the OK at a

  hundred and six, once his arthritis means he’s stopped being able to open bottles of cava for you.’




  Suzy sniffed. ‘You think?’




  ‘I know. But I also know that it’s going to be a while before he’s back on his feet, so you’re going to be spending a lot of time around here for the foreseeable. What

  can I do to pick up the slack? Didn’t you say your last bride’s getting married next Saturday?’




  Suzy nodded. ‘Texted me at eleven thirty last night wanting to know if the scented candle wax had been poured into the garden urns yet because she’d changed her mind on the

  patchouli.’




  Cassie grimaced. ‘What did you do?’




  ‘I didn’t reply. I didn’t trust myself not to tell her where to go. Who gives a fig about—’




  ‘She doesn’t know what you’re going through. It’s not her fault. Listen, I’ll speak to Marie, OK? She can take the reins, and anything she can’t deal with,

  she can come to me and I’ll deal with it, yes?’




  ‘Are you sure?’ Suzy asked, without protest for once, as she handed over the phone.




  ‘You need to put your time and energy into helping Arch get better. Nothing else matters for the moment.’ Cassie had become well versed in the dramas of Suzy’s business after

  she’d worked for her during her first summer in London while the divorce was going through. She knew the contacts, protocols and drills for dealing with stressed brides and their mothers, and

  Suzy passed as many catering jobs over to Eat ’n’ Mess as she could, so they often still worked together. ‘And what about Velvet? Do you want me to carry on staying at yours with

  her till Arch is discharged?’




  ‘If you can just carry on holding the fort till Mum gets here? She’s already on the way. She was in Scotland doing some, I dunno, herbaceous borders convention or something, but she

  should be here mid-morning. She might take Velvet back home to West Meadows with her for a bit. Or not. It depends on how long the docs think Arch will be in for.’ Her lower lip trembled.

  ‘It was so horrible in there last night.’




  ‘I bet it was.’ Cassie rubbed her hand soothingly.




  ‘Did you know I’ve never spent a night apart from Velvet before?’




  ‘I didn’t,’ Cassie smiled. ‘But you both got through it. And she looks OK, doesn’t she?’




  ‘Actually, it’s depressing how unbothered she appears to be,’ Suzy replied with a sniff, a glimmer of her old fire flickering in her voice. ‘I think you could just take

  over from me and she wouldn’t much notice.’




  ‘That’s not true. I can only buy her love and attention with food.’




  The doors opened and they watched as a few nurses walked in – either on their coffee break or at the end of a shift. Suzy stiffened as though their watch may be over but hers wasn’t.

  ‘We should get back.’




  Cassie glanced at the untouched food on the tray. ‘Sure.’




  They took the stairs. ‘The lifts take too long,’ Suzy said, as she walked straight past them, carrying Velvet in her arms, her body vibrating to the same nervous energy as

  Henry’s. Cassie hurried to keep up, already dreading the smothering synthetic quiet that was contained by the CCU’s locked glass doors.




  The same nurse who’d buzzed them in earlier came to the door again and Cassie knew from her surprised look at the fact that Cassie had actually come back that she wasn’t going to be

  setting a foot over the threshold this time.




  ‘I’d better, uh, leave you here,’ Cassie said quietly, not wanting to alert Suzy to her ‘persona non grata’ status; the poor woman had bigger things to worry about.

  ‘It’s probably better not to take Velvet in there. All the machines bleeping, you know . . .’




  ‘Oh yes. Good thinking.’ Suzy squeezed her daughter tightly to her, sniffing her hair and savouring the feel of her skin against her own. ‘If I can’t get

  out—’




  ‘I can be here anytime you need. Just say the word. We can be here in fifteen minutes.’




  ‘You’re an angel.’




  ‘No. Just your friend.’ Cassie smiled, wishing she could see Henry, but she knew he wouldn’t want to be called away without good reason.




  She watched as Suzy walked back into the unit and the nurse closed the glass door on her with a resolute click. Cassie waited for a few minutes, wondering if Henry might come out to see her when

  Suzy reappeared, but not a single curtain flickered and eventually – Velvet growing restless in her arms – she had to turn and walk away.




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘Come on. Pick up. Pick up,’ Cassie murmured to herself, chewing on her thumbnail as she paced Suzy’s narrow dog-leg hallway, one ear still straining for the

  diminishing chunters behind the nursery door. The lights on the baby monitor in the kitchen were a soothing green now, at least, indicating sleep wasn’t far away.




  ‘’Allo? Cass?’ Anouk’s refined Parisian accent was so delicate, yet husky, it almost came with its own scent – a blend of amber, jasmine and musk. ‘How are

  you?’




  ‘Nook—’




  ‘What has happened?’ Anouk asked, quick as a flash. With old friends, one syllable was enough.




  ‘It’s Arch,’ Cassie said, one hand clutching at her throat, as though she was trying to squeeze the words out – or keep them in. ‘He had a heart attack

  yesterday.’




  There was a shocked pause.




  ‘But he is OK, yes?’




  ‘He seems to be stable, at the moment.’




  There was another long, stunned silence. And then: ‘Yesterday, you say?’




  Cassie picked up on the rebuke immediately. ‘I’m sorry. There was so much going on it was impossible to call. Suzy was in pieces and I had to look after Velvet. Henry only came back

  last night to sleep, and he’s still with Suzy at the hospital now.’ She swallowed, the words almost a slur as a silent tear slid down her cheek.




  ‘What can I do? I can be there in a few hours.’




  ‘No, no. I honestly don’t think there’s anything you can do over here. Not yet, anyway. Hattie’s due any minute to take Velvet, and until Arch is discharged . . .

  they’re only letting family stay.’




  She was still smarting from the bitter blow that engagement to the patient’s wife’s brother wasn’t a strong enough bond to admit her to the CCU’s inner sanctum. Hospitals

  didn’t care about bonds that were thicker than blood, friendships that had spanned their lifetimes; fact was fact and she wasn’t family. Not yet.




  ‘I just wanted you to know, that’s all.’




  ‘Have you told Kelly?’




  ‘Not yet. I’ll wait till it’s a decent hour over there.’




  ‘She would want to be woken for this, Cass.’




  ‘I know, but what would it achieve? It’s not like she can do anything from there.’




  ‘No.’




  Neither of them said anything for a few beats. They didn’t need to.




  ‘How is Henry?’




  ‘Not great.’




  ‘No. I bet . . .’




  There was another pause.




  ‘Guillaume?’




  They were the same words but it was a different question. Guillaume wasn’t tied in to this tragedy like Henry. He wasn’t struggling to keep it together. The words, framed around him,

  amounted to a nicety, an automatic social more that meant nothing in the circumstances. Anouk, as though recognizing this, paused before replying and Cassie could just picture her friend dragging

  slowly on her cigarette. ‘Fine.’ Anouk’s voice had that bored insouciance only Frenchwomen could pull off when talking about their lovers. ‘He is in Cap Ferrat. Back next

  week. You are sure I should not come over?’
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