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For Bev,

Whose story inspired this book

And whose courage inspires everyone who meets her



PART ONE


Chapter 1

Maddie

Thirty-eight likes. Not bad for the middle of the day when everyone is supposed to be at work and not browsing on Facebook. I sat back in my chair and took another mouthful of butterscotch latte, no longer worrying about the calories, which was probably unusual for a bride who was only four days away from her wedding.

I scrolled back up to the photograph I had posted earlier. It made me smile. I was sitting in the hair salon, about to go through the final trial run for my big day. Halfway through backcombing my hair the stylist had been called away to take an emergency telephone call, leaving me sitting in a chair beside the window, looking like Wurzel Gummidge on a bad hair day. I couldn’t resist. I’d leant down and slid the phone from my bag and taken a quick photo of my reflection in the mirror. Trying out a new look for the wedding. What do you think? was the caption I’d added to the photograph. I stared at the image and pincered my fingers to enlarge it, and frowned. I should have taken the time to crop the photo, I realised. I could have cut out the trainee walking towards me with a cup of coffee in hand, and also the burly-looking bald guy in the black leather jacket, staring through the salon’s plate-glass window from the pavement. Never mind. It was still amusing.

‘You do realise you’re a little obsessed, don’t you?’ Ryan had asked, a few months after we had started dating.

‘With you?’ I’d asked, looking up at him through long black lashes.

‘I hope, with me,’ he’d said warmly, threading his fingers through mine. ‘But actually I meant with the constant posting of every single moment of your life.’

I had looked at him carefully, making sure that he wasn’t genuinely annoyed, but all I could see was the same tender expression that he reserved just for me.

‘Not every moment,’ I said, meaningfully. Ryan’s eyes had twinkled mischievously. ‘But I do work in media,’ I’d continued, ‘so it could be argued that not being active on social media would border on career suicide.’

He’d laughed then and gently removed the phone from my hand. ‘Some things are definitely best kept private,’ he’d said, pulling me towards him.

Sitting in the coffee house, I smiled at the memory. It was growing uncomfortably warm beside the window, which was bathed in June sunshine, and for a moment I regretted my choice of table, but it had been the only one free. The early lunch crowd had taken all the booths, and the place was busy, as evidenced by the long snaking queue at the counter waiting for take-outs.

I swallowed down my last mouthful of panini, and just for a moment felt a sudden cresting wave of queasiness trying to interrupt my day. I wouldn’t let it. I had a list of chores that I was determined to get through and, despite his offer of help, most of them couldn’t be shared with my fiancé.

‘It’s sweet of you to volunteer, but these are down to me. And besides, there’s no way you’re going to see me in my wedding dress before Saturday. That’s assuming they’ve managed to let out the seams, of course,’ I’d added, a tiny frown puckering my brow. ‘Otherwise I’m getting married in jeans and T-shirt.’

‘You’d still be the most beautiful bride, ever,’ he had said loyally as his hand strayed down from my waist to the small, but now visible bump. It hadn’t been there when I’d ordered my wedding dress, and I could only hope the team of seamstresses at Fleurs Bridal Gowns were miracle workers and could give me a few more inches of fabric for Saturday. Most of my family were still unaware of our news, and we really didn’t want to go public with it until after the wedding.

I glanced at my watch. Fleurs was over on the other side of town, and the tube station was close by. There was no real need to catch a cab, despite my assurances to Ryan that morning that I would do so. A vaguely troubled expression had been etched on the planes and contours of the face I’d grown to love, as he kissed me goodbye at the door. If it hadn’t been for a business meeting he couldn’t cancel, I doubt he’d have left me that morning. His concern was easy to read as he did a silent appraisal of my colour, which was always pale, but today was only one shade up from alabaster. So much for that bloom of pregnancy that everyone likes to talk about. For the past fourteen weeks I’d looked more like an extra in a vampire movie.

‘Perhaps you should take things easy this morning, and go back to bed for a while?’ he suggested gently.

That was the moment, the only moment, when perhaps I could have rewritten my own future. But I’d felt nothing, no lurking feeling of foreboding, no presentiment of danger, no inkling that events in the next few hours were going to spiral so dramatically out of my control.

‘Too much to do,’ I replied, winding my arms around his waist for one last hug. ‘There’s time enough to sleep when you’re dead.’ I’d said those exact words. I really had.

Although I still had my own flat, I spent practically every night at Ryan’s, and as soon as we returned from our honeymoon we planned to start looking for a place to buy. Somewhere with a garden, I mused, lost in an image of the two of us sitting on a lawn, with a tiny version of us gurgling up from a chequered blanket, chubby little legs riding an invisible bicycle in the air. That one would definitely be going on Facebook.

That morning had begun no differently than any other. I’d woken in Ryan’s bed, his arms locked tightly around me, as though he was afraid I might inadvertently wander away during the night. My eyes had fluttered open to a room bathed in early morning sunbeams with dancing dust motes, but I had no time to appreciate their warmth, for I was already on my feet and racing for the bathroom. My thoughts were only on that early-morning sprint, which I’d taken to timing. Today I achieved an impressive eight seconds. A ‘PB’. I would have congratulated myself, if I hadn’t been too busy throwing up at the time.

Ryan’s hand had been there moments later, cool against the back of my neck as he held back a thick handful of my long black hair. In his other hand he held a glass of iced water which I gratefully reached for when I was done. Swill, spit, swallow, my new morning mantra. I looked up from my kneeling position and saw his deep blue eyes once again clouded with concern.

‘I’m so sorry, Maddie.’

I took the hand he offered, and got to my feet, already feeling loads better. ‘Why? You didn’t make me sick.’

‘But I did make you pregnant.’

My eyes softened as I inched closer towards him. ‘I think we both did that.’

Ryan’s smile was like a beacon, drawing me in. It was the first thing I’d ever noticed about him. It had lasered across a crowded room at the boring industry event where we’d met. He’d been looking directly at me, this stranger who seemed so inexplicably familiar that I’d almost waved. Instead, I’d glanced awkwardly over my shoulder, certain that the person he was actually smiling at would be standing right behind me. But no one was there, and so I’d smiled back. That had been eighteen months ago, and I’d pretty much been smiling every single day since then.

Ryan had joined me beneath the refreshing jets of the shower. My eyes were shut beneath the cascade, which rained on my head like a miniature waterfall, but I’d felt the sudden cool draught of air on my soapy limbs as the door of the cubicle opened and then closed. My vision was blurred by the water, but when it cleared all I could see was him; tall and broad-shouldered, still tanned from the holiday we’d taken in Spain. The holiday from which we’d returned with a far-from-expected souvenir. My hands had slid unconsciously to the small bump that could no longer be disguised beneath my clothes, and was the reason for the last-minute wedding dress alterations. Ryan’s fingers tangled with mine, all slippery with soap bubbles as they glided over my belly.

His blond hair had darkened to brown beneath the water. ‘Is there room in your busy schedule to add one more item to your agenda?’ he’d asked, pulling me gently towards him.

You always remember the first time you make love with the person you want to spend the rest of your life with. But the last time can somehow just trickle through your fingers, unremarked and without ceremony, like water circling a drain.



Off to Fleurs wedding dress shop. Let’s hope it fits! I tweeted rapidly as I got to my feet and gathered up my cardigan and the collection of carrier bags I’d accumulated so far that day. Perhaps that’s why I failed to notice that I hadn’t picked up the most important bag of all, my handbag, which was still hanging over the back of my chair. I’d only gone a hundred metres down the road when I discovered my mistake, and the realisation made my stomach lurch more violently than even the worst bout of morning sickness.

Inside the bag was an envelope containing more cash than I’d ever withdrawn from the bank in my entire life. Even before the cashier’s concerned enquiry, I was apprehensive about carrying around so much money. Too late I realised that this was one job that I should definitely have passed to Ryan. This much money should never be entrusted to a woman who was clearly suffering from a prenatal case of ‘baby brain’.

I turned and ran back towards the coffee shop, fearfully anticipating the worst-case scenario. How would we pay the caterer, the venue, and the balance on my dress if the money I’d withdrawn from the bank that morning had been stolen? The pavements, which I swear had been empty only moments before, were now strewn with buggy-pushing mothers, meandering tourists stopping to take photographs, and idle window-shoppers. I ran with my head down, like an American footballer in a tackle, and in my panic crashed into a man who was hurriedly emerging from a doorway. My shoulder collided with his, and for a second I teetered on the edge of falling. Suddenly all thoughts of the thousands of pounds dangling temptingly on the back of that chair were swept away by a much larger concern. The baby. If I fell, would I hurt the baby? Luckily after a second or two when it could so easily have gone either way, I regained my balance. I glanced back at the man who’d barged into me – or had I barged into him? Either way, he hadn’t bothered to hang around to apologise or see whether or not I’d ended up in a crumpled heap on the pavement. All I could see of him was a broad black-jacketed shape, disappearing down a side street.

The bag was exactly where I’d left it. And although the young couple who were about to occupy the table looked somewhat startled as I charged towards them, all red-faced and out of breath, they smiled benignly and handed over my handbag. They looked quite embarrassed as I thanked them repeatedly between wheezy gasps.

I walked towards the tube station on legs that were still tingling from the unexpected sprint, and kept my handbag securely clamped under one arm as I descended the escalator.

It was only eight stops on the underground, and it was one of the best times of day to be travelling on the tube in the summer. With the trains half empty there was less chance of finding your nose pressed up against the armpit of the one passenger in the carriage who’d forgotten to apply their deodorant that morning.

If the train had been any busier, I would never have noticed him. If I’d brought a book to read, or even my kindle, I would never have been glancing idly up and down the carriage as the train rumbled slowly past the stations. He was sitting on the very end seat by the door, about as far away from me in the carriage as it was possible to get. My eyes went past him the first time, but then some silent trigger woke up in the depths of my brain and a metaphorical light began to flash. I knew that man, didn’t I?

He was in his forties, heavy-set and stocky, in a way that made it difficult to tell if he’d got like that from hours spent in the gym or the pub. He was wearing heavy Doc Martens boots, but he didn’t look like a labourer, because they were immaculately clean. As were his blue jeans and white T-shirt. There were tattoos on both his forearms, but from this distance I couldn’t make out their design. Where did I know him from?

As though rifling through a file index, I began to flip through the possibilities. Was it through work? I met a lot of people and attended many events, yet somehow he didn’t seem to slot comfortably into that category. His appearance seemed more ‘raw’ than the types I usually met in those circles. For a moment I wondered if I knew him off the TV; there was a definite look of Grant Mitchell from EastEnders about him. Almost as if he could sense my eyes on him, the man suddenly straightened in his seat and glanced up. He looked right past the dozen or so people sitting in between us, as his eyes fixed on me. A smile hovered uncertainly on my lips. If I did know him from somewhere, and had forgotten him, it was going to be really embarrassing if he recognised me now. But he didn’t say anything, or nod, or wave in acknowledgement. His eyes were dark and flat, like a shark’s, which I’m sure was just a trick of the weird lighting they have on the tube. Those eyes flickered over me, in that unpleasant assessing way some men do quite unconsciously, and then he looked away, clearly disinterested. He picked up a discarded newspaper from a nearby seat and flicked it open.

I didn’t look his way again, because the last thing I wanted to do was engage in another unfortunate locking of our eyes. The first time had felt uncomfortable enough. I pulled the cloak of invisibility, the one that commuters so frequently shroud themselves in, a little more tightly around my shoulders, and dismissed him from my thoughts.

I saw him again as I was exiting the station. He was halfway up the escalator ahead of me. It was a popular destination, and not a huge coincidence that we’d both got off there. As I continued to watch him, he shifted position and then, like a matador with a cape, swept a black leather jacket over one shoulder, dangling it on one finger by its loop. And that’s when the penny dropped – well, it felt like lots of pennies actually, as though I’d scored a jackpot on a one-armed bandit. He was the man I’d accidentally photographed and put up on Facebook in my post from the hair salon. I gave myself a small mental pat on the back for finally placing him. In your face, baby brain. I was still firing on almost all my cylinders.

I was halfway across the zebra crossing, and could see the entrance to Fleurs a short distance up ahead, when it occurred to me that in a city as large as London, how weird was it to randomly bump into the same stranger in two different locations?



Thirty anxious minutes later, after breathing in as much as I could possibly do without passing out, my wedding dress successfully zipped up. There was a definite spring in my step as I left Fleurs, despite parting with a sizeable chunk of money to pay the balance. Beneath the soles of my sandals I could feel the heat of the pavement, and the day was now bright enough to make sunglasses a necessity, and not merely a fashion statement. I was in no particular hurry to repeat my underground journey, so decided to walk for a while and then perhaps hop on a bus.

Buying an ice cream cone, complete with a crumbly chocolate flake, seemed like a decadent indulgence, but I did it anyway, taking the quickly dripping cone to a bench tucked away from the main thoroughfare.

I pulled out my phone for another peek at the last photograph I’d taken. It was impossible not to smile as I studied the image I’d captured in the wedding shop changing room. The dress had looked even better on than I’d remembered, and the champagne-coloured silk suited my pale complexion and long dark hair far better than white would have done. As I enlarged the photo, my eyes widened accordingly. Pregnancy had been kind, because I’d never had that kind of cleavage before. I looked down at the scooped neckline of my T-shirt and smiled. ‘You can both stay,’ I said, then laughed as a passer-by glanced my way enquiringly. I guess sitting on a bench talking to your boobs was a bit eccentric, but what the hell, everything was finally falling into place. It was one of those rare moments of pure unadulterated happiness that flood through you. If my blood was tested right this minute, I bet the endorphin level would be right off the chart.

A group of excitable Japanese tourists walked past, exclaiming delightedly at absolutely nothing at all, as far as I could see, and I smiled at them, because I felt exactly the same. But that smile faltered a moment later as I noticed a figure on the far side of the crowd. He was largely obscured by the rest of the group; there was no way to see anything of him, except a shiny bald pate. There was no reason at all to assume it was the same man whose path had crossed mine twice before that day. For God’s sake, there were thousands of bald men in the city; it was highly unlikely to be him. Yet all at once some of the joy I’d been feeling began to seep away. The ice cream suddenly seemed too sweet, too sticky, and the chocolate flake was melting unappealingly over the edge of the cone. I threw it into an adjacent waste bin, my appetite abruptly gone.

The phone rang in the palm of my hand, so unexpectedly that I almost dropped it. I checked the number before answering, giving myself a moment or two to smile, because he was a master at hearing even the tiniest nuance of distress in my voice.

‘Hi, Dad. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, sweetheart. I thought I’d give you a call while I had a free moment. Your mum’s just having a quick nap.’

I swallowed the tiny lump in my throat, because he’d hear it otherwise, he always did. Watching Mum, while pretending that he wasn’t watching her at all, was an all-consuming pastime. It was practically all he did. And the fact that he only felt able to relax enough to make a telephone call while she slept told me the answer to my next question, but I asked it anyway.

‘How is she?’

‘Doing much better, I think.’ I bit my lip and studied a blue-grey pigeon, which was scratching hopefully by my feet at someone’s dropped sandwich crumbs. Dip, peck, swallow. The pigeon’s movements were mesmerising and exhausting, as though he neither knew nor cared how long it would take to fill his stomach on crumbs. He just kept on pecking. Much like my father was doing; taking small sharp jabs at the truth, because the whole of it was simply too enormous to stomach.

‘That new medication is going to make all the difference. I feel it in my bones,’ he declared with confidence.

‘I hope so, Dad,’ I said quietly. They were making astonishing advances with early-onset dementia all the time, although my father’s continued positivity was often as exhausting to watch as the pigeon.

‘So, how are the wedding preparations going? Are you nearly there yet?’

‘Almost,’ I said with a smile, thinking of the remaining items on my list, which I really ought to be tackling, instead of sitting in the sun scoffing ice cream.

‘If there’s anything you want me or your mum to do, you just let us know, okay, Maddie?’

I nodded and cleared my throat, although my eyes were still a little blurred by tears. Mum and I had always loved watching those reality wedding shows on TV. We’d dissect them afterwards, as though critiquing an art-house film. We would ponder on the questionable bridal gowns, the unflattering bridesmaids’ outfits, and argue about how many tiers it took to make a wedding cake look tacky. We used to tell ourselves that when it came to my wedding, we’d know every potential pitfall to avoid. We’d had years of valuable research, courtesy of those TV shows. Except when the time came to make all those decisions about my big day, Mum wasn’t up to doing it any more. A little bit of absentmindedness – the kind of forgetfulness you initially laugh at and make jokes about, grew to the type of condition that suddenly wasn’t funny at all. Certainly not after a doctor has put a label on it.

‘The only thing you both have to do is check in to the hotel and relax. Then on the day, Mum can sit there and have a good cry while you walk your wobbly-legged daughter up the aisle,’ I said.

‘You won’t have wobbly legs,’ my dad said confidently. ‘I’ve never known you more certain about anything than you are about Ryan.’

I smiled, remembering all the scathing comments some of my earlier boyfriends had earned in the past. I’d done my fair share of frog-kissing over the years, before finally finding a prince smiling at me across a crowded room. That my parents loved Ryan almost as much as I did was just the icing on the cake. A three-tiered cake, the perfect number, which Mum would approve of – or at least she would have done.

Dad’s call had left me in a reflective mood, which I tried to outpace as I got up from my bench and resumed walking down the street. Today was not about brooding on the things in my life I wished I could change. It was about celebrating the life I was about to live . . . as Mrs Ryan Turner. And even the wait of four days seemed like an annoying and unnecessary delay. I was more than ready for the rest of my life to begin right now.

In an effort to recoup some lost time, I quickened my pace when I heard a familiar rumbling sound down the road behind me. At the bus stop up ahead, I could see people picking up bags, reaching for purses and passes, and shuffling impatiently from foot to foot. I ran the last few metres to the stop, to the accompaniment of the hiss of air brakes. I dropped into a vacant seat by a window, my mind on nothing other than the printer’s where I was heading next to collect the table place settings. As the bus progressed in stop-start staccato bursts along its route, I wondered if I’d chosen wisely. For so early in the afternoon there did seem to be an awful lot of traffic on the road. Everywhere I looked were red buses, black cabs, and intrepid cyclists weaving dangerously between them. I winced as one cut in front of a taxi, hearing the squeal of hastily applied brakes. I saw an angrily waved arm protrude from the cab’s window and the muted rumble of obscenities, which was answered by a single-digit response from the cyclist. No harm, but plenty of foul.

I was still watching the traffic when I glanced up and noticed we were once again by the underground station. There was a young ginger-haired man standing beside a newspaper stand, thrusting copies of a freebie paper into commuters’ hands, and a small market stall with overpriced apples on a bed of biliously green artificial grass. And beside them, in the shadows, was an indistinct shape. He was standing to one side, careful not to block the entrance, and over one tattooed arm was slung his black leather jacket.

I felt my throat tighten, and swallowing was suddenly something that I had to consciously instruct my muscles to do. He was waiting for me. Even as the thought came into my head, I was already dismissing it. Of course he wasn’t. I didn’t know him, and he didn’t know me. It was just one of those weird freaky one-in-a-million coincidences that happen every now and then. So what if we’d both travelled to the same station? That meant nothing. Do you know how many people must use this station every day? The sane part of my brain asked the other half; the half that was doing a very poor job at not overreacting. Hundreds, that’s how many. Possibly thousands. And yes, it stood to reason if he alighted at that station earlier, then he was going to return to it whenever he was finished doing whatever it was he had to do.

The traffic was still crawling agonisingly slowly. And before I could turn away from the window or switch seats, the bus ground to a temporary halt, directly opposite the station entrance. The man was studying his phone, but at the hiss of the brakes he looked up, and as though he knew exactly in which window to find me, his eyes went to mine. This time, I fancied there was a glimmer of recognition in his. He levered himself away from the tiled station wall, and my eyes widened in alarm, as though he’d drawn out a weapon. Frantically I glanced up ahead at the congested traffic as the man began to walk away from the station, and head towards a bus stop, a few hundred metres along the road. There was no one waiting beside it, and I could see that it was a request stop. If none of the passengers wanted to get off, we’d sail straight past it, leaving the menacing man with the leather jacket far behind. But if he got there first, he’d put out his arm and flag us down.

I sat tensely in my seat, too irrationally panicked to look back down the street to see if the bald man was still walking this way. Keep driving, keep going, keep going, I silently urged the bus. Then a young woman with a child’s buggy got to her feet and made her way unsteadily towards the exit. I saw the driver look up and notice her in his mirror. The woman seemed anxious and unsure, and when I heard her speak in a heavily accented voice, I realised she was foreign. She asked something of an elderly man, who shrugged. She turned to a teenage boy, with trailing white headphones plugged into his ears, who either didn’t hear, or couldn’t be bothered to answer her.

I saw the driver check his rear-view mirror and flick on his indicator, making preparations to pull over. I glanced over my shoulder. A small crowd of people had just emerged from a pub, choking the stream of pedestrians. Was the man among them, pushing his way past to reach the bus stop?

‘Eez this hospital stop?’ asked the young foreign woman, addressing the bus in general. The driver was slowing down now. We were going to stop; the doors were going to open; and the man who’d been lurking in the shadows waiting for me was going to get on the bus.

‘St Margaret’s?’ queried the driver.

The woman nodded thankfully.

‘No love, that’s the next stop. Sit back down and I’ll tell you when we get there.’

The driver spun the overlarge steering wheel and we moved back into the flow of traffic, which miraculously had suddenly parted, like a biblical sea. We lurched forward, travelling at a speed that was far more coursing hare than sluggish tortoise and when the bus stop approached, we whistled right past it. Only then did I feel confident enough to look back. The man was running, but he’d left it too late. His face looked thunderous as he realised he wasn’t going to be able to reach the stop in time. He had missed the bus. He had missed me.

I thought twice before sending the text. It sounded so stupid that I actually deleted it to begin with, only to pull my phone back out several moments later and compose something far less sensational.

Are you still in your meetings?

I knew his phone would be on silent, and that it might take a while before he was able to discreetly check his messages. But only a minute or so passed before my phone vibrated in my sweat-slick hand.

’Fraid so. God, I’m bored. How’s your day going? Is it too late to suggest eloping?

I smiled at that one, marvelling at his ability to calm me, even long-distance. This was all down to those pregnancy hormones, it had to be. I wasn’t usually a fanciful person. I was used to London; I’d lived here for years. I travelled alone at night and never thought twice about it. I was not nervous or given to exaggeration. So this – admittedly stupid – overreaction had to be down to a combination of pregnancy hormones and pre-wedding jitters. A dangerous alchemy, that was turning a normal, sane, twenty-eight-year-old into a crazy person.

I knew ‘lunatic me’ was still at the helm, as my fingers flew over my phone’s keypad, sending the message the sane part of me had just deleted.

I’m being followed.

There was an agonising pause of two minutes and forty-nine seconds. I timed them. Then his reply flashed up on my screen.

I know, by one thousand, seven hundred and seventy-five people, I believe, at the last count.

I hit several wrong keys as my fingers pounded out my reply.

Not on Twitter. I mean for real. In real life. There’s a man who is following me.

Again there was an uncomfortably long wait. Did he think I was joking? Was this something that sounded even remotely funny? I was teetering on the edge of getting angry when my phone didn’t blink with a message, it rang.

‘Who’s following you?’ He didn’t bother with hello. From his voice I could tell there was no way he wasn’t taking this seriously. Strangely, hearing him sound so worried defused some of my anxiety.

‘Are you in your meeting?’ I had a sudden vision of a roomful of people – many of whom were going to be at our wedding on Saturday – listening in while Ryan’s fiancée slowly lost a few of her marbles.

‘No, I stepped out. Where exactly are you?’

‘On a number 73 bus. We’ve just turned down Lincoln Street.’

‘Is the man on the bus? Has he approached you in any way? What’s he done exactly?’

What had he done exactly, I thought, already feeling ‘crazy me’ curling up in a little ball, as though she wanted to hide. This is how you feel when you smash the button on the fire alarm, and then realise nothing was burning after all.

‘He’s just been in town, that’s all,’ I began, hearing how lame my answer sounded. I was good with words, but trying to explain a vague and irrational feeling was a lot harder to convey than concrete facts. And what had the man actually done anyway? He’d photo-bombed my hairdresser selfie – probably without realising it. He’d been on the same underground train as me, got out at my stop, and then hung around for something or someone (not necessarily me) at the station. There was no way of knowing he was the man who’d collided with me as I ran back to the coffee shop, or had been among the Japanese tourists. In my head the threat had seemed very real, but coming out of my mouth it was all starting to sound ridiculous.

‘So he didn’t do or say anything to you at all?’

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Didn’t threaten you, or do anything intimidating?’

I felt about as stupid as it was possible to feel, without curling up and dying of embarrassment. ‘No, he did nothing. I’m sorry, hon, I’m just being daft. Ignore me and go back to your meeting,’ I said into the phone, aware that our conversation was being listened to by several of my fellow passengers. ‘Where are you heading to next?’

‘To the printer’s, but—’

‘I’ll meet you there.’

‘No, Ryan. It’s okay. I was being silly. There’s no need to walk out of work. You said these meetings were important.’

‘You’re important,’ he corrected, and I knew from his voice that there was no way I would be able to talk him out of this. And just like that, I fell in love with him all over again.

‘Go straight to the printer’s and wait for me there,’ he said, breaking the connection before I could say thank you, or more importantly ‘I love you’. But I was pretty sure he knew that anyway.



Despite knowing that Ryan was on his way, I kept fidgeting anxiously in my seat as the bus meandered through the early-afternoon traffic. I twisted around frequently, trying to catch a glimpse of the road behind us, but my view was blocked by a bus travelling so closely behind ours, the bumpers must have practically been touching. It was right behind us; travelling the same route.

All at once the fear came back as I saw that it too was a number 73, which meant that if the man was following me, he could be just metres behind us. I squinted into the shadowy depths of the second bus, but it was impossible to see anything in the darkened interior. Fresh concern was painted all over my features like tribal markings as I swivelled back to face the front. The man had missed this bus, but there was no doubt in my mind that he’d caught the one that had followed only moments later. The bald man with the leather jacket was still right behind me, and when I got off the bus in ten minutes’ time, he would too. I just knew he would.

I was up and waiting by the doors long before the bus had slowed down. I wasn’t exactly sure how far the printer’s was from the bus stop, as I’d only been there once before. But, if I moved quickly, I could get a head start before the second bus had even come to a stop. I hopped down onto the pavement, and began to weave purposefully through the oncoming crowds. I lost count of how many ‘Excuse me’s I muttered as I slalomed between slow-moving pedestrians like a dog on an agility course. I glanced back only once and saw that the second bus had now reached the stop and had spilled out its passengers onto the pavement. My heart began thudding uncomfortably in my chest and I increased my pace. The printer’s was only a few shopfronts away, and no marathon runner could have felt more jubilant crossing the finishing line as I did running up to the two plate-glass doors.

I didn’t see the note fixed onto the inside of the glass by four fat blobs of Blu-Tack, and wasted valuable seconds repeatedly trying to open a door that was obviously locked. Eventually I looked up and read the scrawled words written in thick black marker pen on a piece of A4 paper: Back in 5 minutes.

I pivoted on my heel and saw the man who’d been haunting me all day working his way through the crowds towards me. My hand went to my throat and the speed of my racing pulse beneath my palm concerned me. I’d never had a panic attack in my entire life, but I had a feeling that situation could well be about to change in the next few minutes. I shrank back against the locked double doors. The entrance was flanked on either side by tall conifers in deep terracotta pots. There was a small possibility that the man hadn’t seen me yet. Was it better to stay where I was and hope he wouldn’t spot me, or should I keep moving?

My decision – the worst decision of my entire life – was ill-thought-out and hurried, which is weird because, when I remember what happened, it all seemed to be playing in slow motion. I elected to keep going. On the opposite side of the road was a restaurant with huge picture windows. I would wait in there until Ryan arrived at the printer’s to meet me, I decided.

It wasn’t until I stepped back onto the pavement that I realised how badly I had misjudged how fast the man following me was moving. He was now no more than five metres away. I gasped, knowing too late that I had played this all wrong.

‘Hey you!’ he called out. It was the first time I had heard him speak, and his voice was surprisingly mellifluous and deep. ‘Wait,’ he added.

Yeah, like that’s going to happen, I thought, turning and starting to run.

‘Hey!’ he called again, but I didn’t turn back around. I thought I could hear the sound of footsteps, heavy booted footsteps, on the pavement behind me, but that might just have been my imagination.

I looked across the four lanes of traffic at the restaurant on the other side of the road and blinked for a moment, as though witnessing a mirage in the desert. A black cab had just pulled up at the kerb, and Ryan was emerging from within it. He was busy pulling notes from his wallet to pay the driver, and hadn’t yet seen me. The traffic was busy and constant, and I doubt he would have been able to hear me over the width of the road, but I called out his name anyway.

A gust of wind whipped a crumpled ten-pound note from Ryan’s outstretched hand and it fluttered down to the gutter at his feet, costing further precious seconds as he bent to retrieve it. Out of the corner of my eye I could see an approaching black shape getting ever closer. I was about to get mugged on a busy London street, right in front of the man I loved, and there wasn’t a single thing he’d be able to do to save me.

‘Hey!’ the man cried out one last time, now sounding seriously pissed-off with me. But I had no intention of hanging around to make things any easier for him. I saw a small gap between the oncoming cars, hesitated for a split second, and then leapt forward as though jumping nimbly into a skipping-rope game. But this was no children’s playground. The startled expression on the driver’s face darkened as he applied his brakes. A horn blared in a long angry bleat from a car in the adjacent lane, and I jerked rapidly out of its path. It came so close I could feel the heat of its engine against my back, like the breath of a thwarted dragon. Behind me, the man with the bald head was shouting something, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying, because all I could hear was Ryan calling out my name from the other side of the road.

‘Maddie!’ I turned and began to run towards him and everything he represented: home, safety, and sanctuary. ‘MADDIE!’ This time there was a different note in his voice, which sounded an awful lot like terror. I looked at him and his mouth was open wide and he was screaming something. And weirdly the bald man behind me was doing exactly the same thing. And because he was much closer than Ryan, I could hear him far more easily.

‘Watch out! For Christ’s sake, watch out!’

I turned towards him. One of his arms was waving madly. He looked quite distraught, I remember thinking, and what was that in his hand? It looked remarkably like my cardigan, which I didn’t even know I’d dropped.

It was the man’s flat dark eyes I was staring into in those final seconds. If I could rewrite one single moment of that day, I would turn my head so that it was Ryan’s I was looking into when it happened. I think that might have made it a little more bearable.

It was over in an instant. One moment I was standing in the middle of the road, and the next I was flying upwards through the air. I saw sky and then pavement and then bizarrely, sky again. I saw a huge wall of white – the bonnet of the van that had hit me – coming up fast as I fell back down upon it. Oddly I felt no pain as I bounced bonelessly onto the metal, as limp as a rag doll. Even hitting the windscreen and hearing the crackle of shattering safety glass failed to register. I slithered in a fluid confusion of broken limbs back onto the surface of the road. I saw sky again and a moment later a circle of faces, but their features were covered in blood, so much blood. Someone was screaming my name, but they sounded like they were doing so from the end of a very long tunnel. The world was shrinking as the faces became harder to see. I blinked and more blood fell into my eyes, and then everything went quiet and very, very, dark.


Chapter 2

I was in a tunnel; a long, dark, deep tunnel. A whole underground network of tunnels, in fact. They twisted and turned like a maze. Sometimes I thought I caught a fleeting glimpse of light filtering through the darkness, but for the most part it was a perfectly black, inky void. Sounds pierced the perpetual velvet hum of silence: sometimes voices; sometimes loud clattering noises that I couldn’t place. Often I could hear my name. Sometimes it was whispered, at others it came out on a sob. On several occasions it was shouted, almost cruelly. But the delivery of the words made no difference, for I was powerless to reply.

Often I heard my mother. Strangely her voice was the clearest and the most lucid of them all. She told me to hold on; that I wasn’t alone, and that she was with me. She urged me to keep walking through the darkness until I could find my way back. Back from where? Where was I? Hands touched me. Sometimes roughly, sometimes in a caress. That surely had to be Ryan? I would recognise the feel of his skin against mine anywhere. Other sensations were far less pleasant. There was pain. So much pain. At times it felt as though I was drowning in it; fighting to kick up to reach a surface that never materialised. Everything hurt until I wasn’t sure how much more of it I could take and then – unbelievably – there came even more. It felt as though my stomach had been gripped by an angry giant who was slowly twisting it over and over, like a rag being wrung out. The pain was too much, the tunnels were too tempting, I fled back down into them and didn’t come up for a very long time.



I was swimming beneath ice. It should have felt cold, but instead the water was warm, and encompassing, like a cocoon. This must be what it feels like in the womb, I thought, and something about that idea bothered me. I tried to hold onto it, but it kept slipping away, as elusive to grasp as a handful of smoke. I moved on a current of nothingness, looking up through a thick opaque layer which had mysteriously turned from black to grey. Up ahead the grey became lighter. Limbs that had felt no pain for a very long time suddenly began to ache. Stay away from that place, warned my brain. ‘Go towards it, Maddie,’ urged my mother from somewhere in the dark far below me.

I could see a long snaking fissure fracturing the ice above me. I reached up and touched it with my fingertips. It felt sharp and dangerous, and yet I continued to propel myself forward, following it. I moved in total silence, although from somewhere unseen there came a low rumble of sound, like an invisible avalanche. A single shard of light pierced the grey, pierced everything. Like Excalibur scything through the water, it punctured the unbreakable. Light radiated from it, and suddenly I was scrabbling beneath the ice towards it, afraid it would disappear at any moment.

Staying would be so easy, I knew that. I could sink back down to the place where the ice was thick, or I could push against the crack. Because it would break, I knew that it would, all I had to do was push. Push. Push. The instruction filled my head like a long-forgotten memory. My hands were on the ice, my back was arched and I pushed through the frozen barrier.

‘Mum!’

Someone shrieked. It wasn’t me. I didn’t have the strength, breaking through had drained me.

Something fell, or was dropped. I heard a crash and then the sound of breaking china or glass.

‘Oh dear God, I can’t believe it. You’re awake! You’re awake!’ exclaimed a voice I didn’t recognise.

‘Mum?’ this time my voice was hesitant and unsure. My mother was back in the black void, urging me onward. Whoever this stranger was, with her hands suddenly upon my face, it wasn’t her. With an effort that almost broke me, I instructed my eyes to open. They did so reluctantly, as though they’d forgotten how. To begin with I saw nothing. Then gradually my retinas began to awaken from their long hibernation. Shadows separated and my brain slowly began to recall how to process the images it was receiving. A figure hovered over me, I couldn’t make out who it was, or what she was saying. I knew they were words, but they sounded foreign, garbled, and incredibly excitable. It took several moments for me to realise it was because she was crying.

The hand that had been touching my face dropped to grip mine where it was lying on something scratchy. A blanket? Was I in a bed? If so, it wasn’t mine. I had no idea where I was and suddenly I was very afraid. Perhaps she saw something in my eyes, because suddenly my hand was crushed beneath her fingers, so hard it almost hurt.

‘Oh no, you don’t, Maddie. You stay with us now. You stay with us!’ Never releasing her hold, she reached over and pressed something on the wall. My eyes were suddenly fluttering again, the lids were closing. Even as they shut I could hear the woman begin to shout out into the darkened room, clearly too impatient or unwilling to wait for whoever it was she had summoned. ‘She’s awake! She’s awake! Madeline Chambers is awake!’



It was some time later before my eyes opened again. The room I was in was dark, lit only by a single low-wattage lamp. There was a distinct smell in the air, which took me longer than it should have done to place. Antiseptic. I knew then, without asking, that I was in a hospital. What I didn’t know, was why.

The soft swish of leather on linoleum alerted me that I wasn’t alone. A nurse – different from the one before – hurried over to the bed. My vision was still blurred and unfocused, so when she leant over me, her face was surrounded by a glowing nimbus of light. She looked like an angel on a Christmas card.

‘What happened to me?’ I asked. My voice sounded hoarse and croaky, as though each word had fought its way out from beneath thick flakes of rust.

Was it my imagination, or did she hesitate before replying? ‘You were involved in an accident, Madeline. You’re in St Margaret’s hospital.’

St Margaret’s? Hadn’t I’d heard someone asking about that earlier today? The memory was vague and kept twisting out of my grasp every time I reached out for it. I returned to the nurse’s bewildering statement, and slowly shook my head, certain she was mistaken. I couldn’t remember anything. ‘An accident? No, I . . . I don’t think so,’ I said, my voice small and hesitant. From absolutely nowhere an image of a black leather jacket torpedoed through the fog in my head. I had no idea why.

Fragments of memories began floating down, like tantalising balloons released from a netted ceiling. They dangled above my head, just out of reach. One exploded with a loud and startling bang as I grabbed hold of it. ‘Ryan?’ I gasped, my voice a panicked question. ‘Where’s Ryan?’ My head twisted on the starchy pillow, as though unable to believe he was not here with me. But the room held no one except the nurse and me. The visitor’s chair beside the bed was empty. ‘My fiancé . . . is he here?’

The nurse’s face was suddenly a mask, a professional latex rubber thing, which revealed nothing. She cleared her throat slightly before answering me, I think I’ll always remember that. ‘He was here, but he had to leave.’

‘Why? Where has he gone?’ Ryan would never leave me alone, scared and injured, unless he’d been hurt in the same accident. Was that the thing the nurse was doing such a poor job of hiding from me? Because it was clear she wasn’t telling me everything. Her face was too full of sympathy, and there was something in her eyes that scared me. Why couldn’t I remember anything? ‘Is he . . . is he hurt?’

The nurse answered none of my questions, but instead turned to the door. ‘I’m going to find one of the duty doctors to talk to you,’ she explained, clearly anxious to summon reinforcements. What was it they weren’t telling me?

She looked back just once, before slipping out into the hospital corridor. She chewed on her lower lip before speaking. ‘Your fiancé wasn’t involved in the accident. He’s fine. But he went home a while ago. I know he’s been phoned and told that you’re awake. I’m sure he’ll be back soon.’

I flopped back on the pillows, temporarily comforted. Ryan was coming back. Everything would soon be all right.



While I waited in the dark for my world to be restored to order, I tried to make sense of the little I’d been told so far. I’d been in an accident, they said. And they must be right, for why else would I be in hospital? But what were my injuries? Very slowly I lifted one arm from the mattress. It felt stiff and heavy, as though the bones within it had been turned to lead. But apart from that, it appeared to work. One by one I conducted an inventory of my limbs. They all ached, and moving them – even the smallest amount – was exhausting. But they weren’t bandaged, or encased in plaster. So no bones were broken. Very slowly I lifted one hand and allowed my fingers to explore my face and head. Someone had taken the time to braid my long hair into a plait, which seemed an odd thing to do, but apart from that, everything felt completely normal.

In the quiet of the hospital room, sleep eventually dragged me back under, and with it came dreams; weird dreams that made no sense. I was in a shop, buying something important. A cardigan, I think. And I was worried because no one could find my handbag, and how could I pay for anything if my money was gone? Then everything suddenly shifted, the way it does in dreams, and I was sitting in a hairdresser’s chair, but when the stylist instructed me to look in the mirror, the reflection staring back at me was the stuff of nightmares. I had no hair, none at all. I was completely bald.

I gasped myself awake, my hand instinctively going to the plait, even though I could feel it perfectly well behind my neck. Long purple fingers of light were clawing through the dawn sky. I must have been asleep for hours, and if the doctors had come to my room, they had chosen not to wake me.

From the corridor I could hear the sound of approaching footsteps, which slowed and then eventually stopped just outside my door. I could hear a soft murmur of two voices. One was deep and gruff and unfamiliar, but the other was the only one in the world that mattered to me. My head was already turned towards the door as it opened, my heart yearning for him so much it felt like a physical ache. Ryan entered the room behind the doctor and then just rocked on his feet and froze. My tentative smile of greeting faltered before dying on my lips. He looked dreadful. Even in this poor light it was easy to see that my accident had devastated him. His hair was dishevelled, as though he’d run his hands through it a thousand times on his way to my bedside. And his eyes were tormented, as though they knew a pain I couldn’t begin to imagine. And then, suddenly, the lock holding back my memories slid open. I saw the street, I saw the bald-headed man holding my cardigan, and at the final moment, when it was too late to avoid the inevitable, I saw the fast-approaching van.

I cried out from my hospital bed, my hand flailing through the air towards my fiancé, and yet for a moment he still hesitated. There was sorrow on his face, and a look of loss and grief. With a sickening lurch I suddenly knew why. My hand flew to my stomach and I ran it hurriedly from one jutting hip bone to the other and back again, following the path the sonographer had taken, gliding across my skin on a slippery coating of gel. My stomach was now flat – no, worse than that – it was concave. The bump was gone. I was crying by the time Ryan finally reached the bedside. I turned to him in heartbroken anguish, the question that needed no answer forcing its way past my trembling lips. ‘The baby? Ryan, where’s the baby? Did I lose our baby?’

He gathered me into his arms, cradling me against the familiar warmth and smell of him. He held me so tightly that the buttons of his shirt, one which I couldn’t ever remember seeing him wear before, made small indents in my cheek. We were both crying, and dimly I was aware of the doctor murmuring something, and then discreetly backing out of the room. I was glad when he went, although Ryan looked considerably less so.

Very gently, as though I was made of spun glass, Ryan lowered me back onto the pillows and perched on the very edge of the visitor’s chair. He looked like a runner, waiting on the blocks for the crack of the pistol.

‘How are you feeling, Maddie?’ he asked, his voice scarcely more than a whisper.

‘Like I’ve been hit by a truck,’ I said. I wasn’t trying to be funny. Because there was no humour or amusement to be found in this tragedy. The baby we hadn’t planned for, but which we had dearly wanted, was gone. And although I knew he would never say it, the weight of guilt fell firmly on my shoulders. I had been negligent. I had been entrusted with something so precious that it could never be replaced, and I had lost it. Me. I had done that.

And yet, my response to Ryan’s question was inaccurate, because I didn’t feel as though I’d been in an accident. I should be in plaster, or traction. I should be bloodied and bruised and in pain. I deserved to be, for I had done this to myself and our baby in one stupid unthinking moment. No wonder Ryan could scarcely bear to continue holding me in his arms.

‘I’m not even injured. How is that possible? I remember the van, I remember it hitting me, and then being thrown through the air.’

Ryan groaned, and when I looked at him, tears were streaming down his cheeks. He reached for my hand and the familiarity of his fingers entwined with mine, felt like coming home. ‘It was the worst moment of my life. It’s in every one of my nightmares. I will never, ever, be able to erase that moment when all I could hear was your scream and then the sound of the van ploughing into you. By the time I got to your side, I was convinced you were dead . . . and I wanted to go with you. I couldn’t bear the thought of living for a single minute longer without you.’

Something small in my heart tore away from its moorings at the remembered panic in his voice. ‘That you were still alive was a miracle. The paramedics, the doctors, everyone said that it was. I believed it then; and when they called me in the middle of the night to say you had woken up, I believed it again.’

My thumb ran across his hand and knuckles, sweeping backwards and forwards in a caress. There was something about his skin that felt strange; it was hot and dry as though he was coming down with the flu or something. And there was something else, something he’d said that was bothering me. My head was beginning to ache, but I dug deeper, probing to uncover whatever it was that had troubled me.

Beyond, in the corridor, I could hear the rattle of a tea trolley and the casual sounds of morning greetings and laughter. The sun had crept a little higher, and a few watery rays were slanting through the window. It was going to be another perfect June day. Or was it?

‘We’ll have to cancel the wedding. I don’t think we can go ahead now, do you? It wouldn’t be right. I think we need to postpone it, to give us time to grieve properly about losing the baby.’

I had lived through many moments with Ryan: happiness; joy; passion; even anger on a few volatile rows, whose only merit was their spectacular reconciliations. But the expression on his face and in his eyes, the pity that oozed out of every single pore in his body as he looked at me, was new and unchartered territory. It was somewhere I had never been, and never wanted to visit.

Ryan’s eyes locked on mine, willing me to work out my own truth. I could tell from his face he would rather do anything than say the actual words.

‘But we don’t have to cancel the wedding, do we?’

Very slowly, as though he was at least three decades older in age, he shook his head.

‘Because . . . you’ve already done it.’

He made a sound, which I took to mean yes. It was hard to tell. The sun was now flooding through the window. The day was promising to be a scorcher, hotter than you’d expect for June.

‘What date is it today?’

Ryan shook his head. He didn’t speak, although his body language was positively screaming out for me not to ask him that question.

‘Ryan. Look at me. What is today’s date?’

He didn’t meet my eyes when he answered. Perhaps that was just too much for him to bear. ‘It’s the tenth of August,’ he replied brokenly.



Seven weeks – seven and a half, to be entirely accurate. How was that possible? How could I have lost the last fifty-two days of my life? I could now remember the day of the accident, every last detail, it had all come back. But the weeks I had lost lying in this hospital bed were gone, forever. As completely and totally as the child I’d been carrying.

Panic and confusion raced through me as I stared blindly around the impersonal hospital room, looking for something – anything – to dispute a truth that I could no longer avoid. This, at least, explained Ryan’s absence from my bedside, and that of my parents. The vigil he and my family must have lived through immediately following the accident, was now many weeks in the past.

‘My parents? Are they okay? Have they been told that I’m awake?’

Ryan nodded, although the grim look still lingered around his eyes, making him appear oddly older. ‘They were phoned before I was. I spoke to your dad before I left. He’s going to get here as soon as he can.’

The omission was too obvious to go unnoticed. ‘He’s coming alone?’

Ryan spoke slowly, as though carefully selecting and discarding certain words before formulating his reply. ‘Your mum has had a bit of a . . . setback . . . since your accident,’ he eventually supplied, tightening his grip on my hands as though to protect me from the guilt he knew I would feel. But I felt it anyway. As weak and tired as I was, I still recognised a euphemism when I heard one.

‘How much of a setback? What happened? Is she all right?’

‘I’ll let your dad explain it properly,’ Ryan said, glancing anxiously towards the door, as though anticipating an interruption. It was only then that I realised he was clearly hoping there would be one. For a man who wanted to spend the rest of his life with me, he seemed suddenly very anxious in my company.

‘Is there something else, Ryan? Something you’re not telling me? Has it got anything to do with my injuries?’

He shook his head, but he was a poor liar. He always had been.

‘No, nothing,’ he said, although his jaw looked inexplicably tight. ‘You know I should probably let you get some rest now. They warned me I wouldn’t be allowed to stay for long. They have tests they need to run now you’re . . . back.’

He made it sound as though I’d been on a journey. Perhaps the seven-week absence felt that way to him, but to me it was just the next morning.

‘I’d rather you stayed with me. Can’t you stay?’ I sounded like a frightened child on their first day at school.

I tried to tell myself I didn’t notice him hesitate, but of course I did. I knew his face almost as well as the one that stared back at me in the mirror each morning. I had always been able to read him. I’d even known he was going to propose on the night when he did, at least half an hour before he finally managed to get the words out. So I didn’t need to ask him how tough the past seven weeks had been for him, the answer was etched on his face, in the small grooves fanning out from his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

‘For a while,’ he said, lifting our joined hands to his lips and gently kissing my knuckles. That was when it first occurred to me that he’d not kissed me, not once, since the moment he had entered my room.

After weeks spent in darkness, the August sun felt uncomfortably bright to my eyes as it streamed through the glass. Ryan had gone to the window, and had his back to me as he worked on untangling the knotted cord of the blinds, with far more concentration than the task probably required. Suddenly he turned back to face me, and I was shocked to see that once again he was close to tears.

‘I’ve missed you so much, Maddie.’

My heart ached, for the pain he’d been through because of me. ‘I’m sorry. I’m back now.’

He nodded, but said nothing, and all at once I felt like I was missing something. Something important. He released the blind and it fell with a noisy clatter down to the sill, plunging us both back into the shadows. Ryan crossed back to the bed, walking stiffly in small jerky steps. This time he ignored the visitor’s chair, and perched instead on the edge of the mattress. Very gently, he reached out his hand for a tendril of my hair that had escaped from the plait, and wound it around his finger. He’d always loved my long dark hair, teasing me that when I slept with it splayed out on his pillows, I looked like Sleeping Beauty. How ironic those words had turned out to be. He studied the dark strand which he’d wound around his wedding finger like a ring. ‘I missed doing this.’ Suddenly I was crying too, and I had no idea why. I had a dreadful premonition that he was about to say something I really didn’t want to hear.

‘You’ll never know how much I wish it had been me the van had hit, and not you. Because if it had been me, I wouldn’t—’

‘Madeline,’ said a nurse, speaking even before the door to my room was fully open. ‘We need to take you up to Neurology now.’

I looked desperately at Ryan, urging him to finish whatever it was he’d been about to say. But his eyes were shuttered more securely than the blinds on the window. He got to his feet and stood back as the nurse and the orderly, who’d been right behind her, released my hospital bed from its bay. Together they performed the NHS equivalent of a three-point turn and positioned the bed in line with the doorway.

‘Can my fiancé come with us?’ I asked. Ryan was standing behind the bed, out of my field of vision, but I saw the nurse’s eyes go to him. No one spoke, but I felt as though there had been a silent conversation between them, which I hadn’t been a part of.

‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid that’s against the regulations. But you can see him later when we bring you back down.’

Ryan leant over the side of the bed, his lips fleeting as they kissed the top of my head.

‘You won’t leave?’ I asked anxiously, reaching for his hand. His fingers squeezed mine reassuringly, and again there was something about the feel of his hand that bothered me.

‘I won’t leave yet, I promise.’

I would have been so much happier I thought miserably, as the bed was trundled along a wide green corridor towards the waiting lift, if that last sentence hadn’t included the word yet.



Tests. Scores and scores of tests. Some required my active participation; others required me to do nothing except lie there, completely immobile. They were the easy ones, because I’d had seven weeks of practice at those. Infuriatingly, the medical team carrying out the examinations told me nothing. I had no idea if the readings on their monitors relayed good news or bad.

One of the worst moments had come when the nurse had eased back the bed covers to transfer me into a wheelchair. I’d looked down, genuinely horrified, at the two stick-thin legs protruding from my hospital gown, as though they belonged to someone else. All I could see was the vivid outline of the bones, and so much wasted muscle. Gingerly I’d reached down to touch my thigh, my hand recoiling in horror at how close the bone felt beneath the skin.

‘Don’t you go worrying about that, now,’ comforted the nurse kindly. ‘We’ll soon have you moaning that you can’t fit into your favourite skinny jeans.’ Despite the levity in her words, there was a depth of understanding in the way she laid her hand on my shoulder, and squeezed it gently. ‘You’ve been having some pretty full-on physiotherapy while you were . . . asleep, to keep everything working properly.’ My smile was small and twisted at her euphemism. ‘And that’s going to continue every day until we have you back on your feet again. Literally,’ she finished, with an encouraging smile. ‘For the time being, you’re just going to have to be patient.’

I wondered if that was a little bit of hospital wordplay humour, but realised sadly that it probably wasn’t. That was the moment when I first understood I was likely to have to remain in hospital for some time to come. My accident, and the weeks spent in a coma afterwards, were not the kind of thing a person springs back from quickly. The summer wedding Ryan and I had so carefully planned might now very well have to be a winter one, I acknowledged.

‘So how did I do?’ I asked the nurse, as we descended in the lift back to my own ward. ‘Those doctors were like poker players; I couldn’t tell if my answers or responses were right or wrong.’ The nurse took her hand off the bed frame and squeezed my fingers. My lack of strength as I attempted to return her grip, illustrated how wiped-out the tests had left me. Newborn kittens had more strength than I felt capable of summoning up.

‘There are no such things as right or wrong answers here, Madeline. No one is trying to trick you, or catch you out. All everyone wants is for you to get better as quickly as possible and go home. We’re all on the same team.’

I smiled tiredly and looked up into her warm and open, freckled face. ‘It’s Maddie,’ I corrected softly. ‘That’s what my friends call me.’ Oddly, I knew without asking that this woman was deeply invested in me and my care. I wondered if it was possible to bond with someone, even if technically you were lost in the depths of a coma at the time. I certainly felt an inexplicable closeness to someone I’d only just met.

‘Have you been my nurse the whole time I’ve been here?’

‘Goodness me no,’ she said. I’ve only been on this ward for—’ she broke off suddenly, and the cloud of freckles on her cheeks disappeared beneath a deep pink flush. She gave a small frown, as though working out a particularly tricky anagram. When she looked back at me there was a degree of carefulness in her reply. ‘I’ve been helping to look after you for a little while now.’

The lift pinged, announcing we had reached our floor, and there was a definite expression of relief in her eyes as the doors slid open. ‘Let’s get you back to your room now,’ she said, straightening my already perfectly straight blankets, and twitching my pillow into place. ‘You need to get some rest.’ She was right, I did.

Ryan wasn’t in my room when I returned from Neurology, and his absence bothered me far more than I cared to admit. I felt cut off and adrift without him. At my request the friendly nurse obligingly looked for both my bag and phone in the bedside locker, but neither could be found.

‘I imagine your parents or your fiancé took them home for safekeeping,’ she declared, pushing the door of the cabinet firmly closed.

I flopped back on the starchy pillows, totally exhausted. It was a struggle to keep my eyes open, one which I suspected I would very soon lose.

‘I wish Ryan was here. I really need him now.’

‘I know you do,’ the nurse soothed, and the understanding note in her voice wrapped around me like a warm blanket, which I wore all the way back to unconsciousness.



The blinds had been opened, and the sun was now much lower in the sky. The door to my room was also open, and I could see Ryan standing in the hallway beyond, deep in conversation with a white-coated doctor. I called out his name, and he turned around just a little too quickly to disguise the look of anxiety on his face. He was still rearranging his features as he strode quickly back into my room, the doctor two steps behind him.

‘You weren’t here,’ I said, my voice croaky and more pathetic than I was happy to hear.

‘I know. I’m sorry. I was talking to the doctors, and I also spoke to your dad,’ he said. I felt like a sheep that had been effectively nudged in the right direction by an experienced border collie. ‘He’s run into some major delays on the road, but hopes to be here before too much longer.’

And then you’re going to want to leave. I had no idea where that thought had come from. But it rang so loudly with the clamour of truth, that for a moment I thought I’d said the words out loud. But Ryan was still looking at me with an expression of tender concern, so I guessed that I hadn’t.

‘My phone isn’t here,’ I said, apropos of nothing. It was something I had noticed in the hours since I’d woken up. It was as though my brain had taken too much rest over the last seven weeks, and had forgotten the routes and pathways it should navigate in a conventional conversation.

Surprisingly, Ryan threw back his head and laughed so heartily that the doctor looked on in bemusement. ‘I can’t believe I’d forgotten your obsession with your mobile phone. What were you planning on doing? Posting a quick tweet from your hospital bed?’

I looked up at him, and for a fleeting moment it was like looking at someone I didn’t know. ‘I wanted it to phone you,’ I said, sounding hurt. ‘You weren’t here when they brought me back.’

Instantly the humour on his face dried up. ‘I’m sorry, Maddie. I wasn’t far away.’ It wasn’t really a satisfactory answer, but apparently it was the only one I was going to get. I was still feeling vaguely unsettled and wrong-footed by his reaction. Was it because he had laughed at me? I honestly didn’t think that was the problem. One of the first things that had drawn us together had been our shared sense of humour. Laughter had always featured strongly in our relationship. So what was it that was bothering me? The answer came to me in a rush, like a carriage breaking free from a runaway train. It was the comment he’d made about my phone, about how he’d forgotten the way it was very much a part of who I was.

‘Your phone battery would be dead by now,’ Ryan said, his face sober. ‘And I think it was probably damaged in the accident anyway.’

‘Is it at your place with my other things? There was still quite a lot of cash left in my handbag.’

There was a genuine blank look on his face, as though the thousands of pounds that I’d withdrawn from our joint account on the day of the accident had been forgotten. I could only put his distraction down to the sombre conversation he and the doctor had been having in the hallway. It didn’t take a genius to work out that they had surely been discussing my condition.

As if I had prompted an actor who’d forgotten his lines, the doctor began to speak: ‘Madeline, I’ve been going through the initial tests you underwent this morning, and I have to tell you the results are, quite frankly, nothing less than astonishing. To have gone from where you were to this highly responsive and cognitive state is, well . . .’ The doctor looked almost embarrassed by his own exuberance. ‘Well, to be honest, it’s like nothing anyone here has ever seen before. Obviously there’s still a very long road ahead to get you back to full strength, and we’re going to need to monitor you very closely, but I’m confident that with persistence, hard work, and patience’ – there was that word again – ‘we should be able to achieve what at one time we had thought would be truly impossible.’

Impossible. The word frightened me. Had my life actually been hanging in the balance after the accident? Ryan was shifting a little uncomfortably from one foot to the other. I’d only ever seen him do that once before, on the night we had gone round to my parents’ house, shortly after he had proposed. ‘I should have asked him first, you know,’ he’d muttered as we stood shoulder-to-shoulder on my parents’ porch, waiting for the front door to be opened.

‘He’s not going to mind. He’ll just be glad you’re taking me off his hands. He probably thought they’d be lumbered with me for life.’

‘I’m sure he did, Miss Austen,’ Ryan quipped, giving me a brief kiss, as we heard the sound of approaching footsteps. ‘I’m only marrying you for your dowry, you know,’ he teased.

‘Boy, did you back the wrong horse,’ I joked, as my father eventually opened the door.



I smiled a little sadly at the old memory, while behind the doctor my fiancé continued to fidget. Something was really bothering him. There was something he and the doctor had been discussing; something that, for reasons known only to them, they had decided I didn’t need to be told. Except that I did. Because I already suspected what it was.

‘Doctor, the baby I lost—’

Ryan made a small sound, and I knew then how much losing our unborn child had affected him. Perhaps he felt it even more deeply than me, because initially his excitement at the pregnancy had been so much greater than my own. I felt guilt twist through me. Was this my punishment? To have lost the baby that, to begin with, I hadn’t realised how much I wanted? But my reluctance had only been short-lived. I had quickly come around to the idea, and in the end we’d both been equally thrilled at the prospect of becoming parents.

‘I understand everything you’re saying about having to let my body recover from the accident and the coma. But can you tell us how long we need to wait before we try again?’

‘Maddie,’ there was an almost pleading note in Ryan’s voice.

‘Erm . . .’

‘Obviously, I know these things take time. But, well, I don’t want to wait too long. How long would you recommend that we leave it?’

‘Maddie, we really don’t need to talk about this right now.’

I turned back to the doctor, who looked like a man desperate for his pager to go off and summon him somewhere else, right now.

‘A month? Two months?’ I persisted. The doctor looked awkwardly at Ryan and then back to me.

‘What? What is it that you’re not saying here? Everything is okay, isn’t it? I can still have children?’

The doctor nodded slowly. ‘As far as we can tell, yes, you can. That should be perfectly possible.’

The relief swept through me like a tidal wave. ‘Thank God for that. I was getting a little panicky then.’ I gave a small laugh, hoping that one of the two men in the room might join in. But neither did.

‘I suppose being in a coma for seven weeks must be an unusual complication. Will we need to take that into consideration before trying for another baby?’
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