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CHRISTMAS


1

 CARA

  ‘Cara?’


   I look up from where Lily and I are sorting the Quality Street chocolates into piles by colour. Simeon is in the doorway. He’s still wearing the yellow paper crown that came out of his Christmas cracker. Mrs P and I gave up on ours ages ago. Mine tore when Lily grabbed at it and I saw Mrs P discreetly drop hers in the bin with the rest of the cracker litter. Simeon must have forgotten that he’s still got his on, bless him. It’s just nestled there in his thick dark hair. If I don’t mention it, he’ll probably still be wearing it at bedtime. I decide not to tell him.


   ‘Yes?’ I reply, my eyes immediately dropping back down to Lily. She’s far too small to unwrap a chocolate by herself and if I don’t watch her like a hawk she’ll stuff as many as she can into her mouth, shiny foil papers and all. I catch her hand, complete with golden penny, just as she’s lifting it towards her face.


   Simeon doesn’t reply. It’s a slightly heavy silence that tells me that he has something to say that I need to focus on, so I scoop Lily into my arms and stand up, resting her on my hip. She makes an objecting kind of sound because I’ve moved her from the crinkly, brightly coloured playthings, but then she starts fiddling with my face instead, pressing her little fingers into my cheek and making it all squidge up towards my eyes unflatteringly. I look over to Simeon.


   ‘Yes?’ I say again.


   He bites his lip and runs his hand through his hair, dislodging the paper crown which slips noiselessly to the floor. I wonder if he’s going to confess to having broken something precious or buying something ridiculous in the pre-Boxing Day sales online.


   ‘What on earth is it?’ I ask, laughing. Lily, sensing my amusement, lets out a little chortle too and for a second all our attention is entirely absorbed by her, our baby daughter. She’s seven months old now, just at the stage where she can sit without toppling backwards but she can’t yet crawl. Life is perfect at the moment, the broken nights and confusion of the first few months a thing of the past. Sometimes I wish that I could stop time and preserve everything just as it is right now.


   Understanding that she has our entire attention, Lily turns her charm on full beam, smiling coquettishly, turning her head between us as if she can’t decide which is the more deserving of her favours.


   ‘What does Daddy want?’ I ask her, running my hand over her wispy dark curls.


   Simeon clears his throat.


   ‘Daddy wants to ask Mummy to marry him,’ he says.


   I’m not sure I’ve heard him right at first and I snap my head round to look at him rather than Lily.


   ‘What?’ I ask. ‘What did you say?’


   He crosses the room, reaching us in a few short strides, and then drops to one knee in front of me.


   ‘Cara Ferensby. Would you do me the very great honour of becoming my wife?’


   He lowers his head as if he’s waiting for me to knight him with a silver sword.


   I am astounded. I am flabbergasted. You could knock me over with a feather and all other clichés generally used in moments of great surprise. Married? I absolutely didn’t see that one coming. Yes, we live together in this house bought with the proceeds of my former family home, and we have Lily, who wasn’t entirely planned but is very much loved and wanted. I have my work designing wedding dresses and he is a teacher in a primary school not far away. We have friends and family (more than I’d ever realised, in fact, after the revelations of a couple of years ago.) Our life is pretty close to perfect. So, getting married would be the glitter on top of the cherry on top of the icing on top of the very tasty cake.


   The only trouble is that I’m not sure I want to get married. I remain unconvinced by it as an institution. I can’t remember anything about my parent’s marriage but, from what I’ve gathered from my brother Michael, it wasn’t exactly a bed of roses. And I was a bridesmaid for my best friend Beth when she married her surgeon boyfriend Greg (against my better judgement) but they didn’t even manage to celebrate their Paper anniversary together. I do know people who are happily married, but . . .


   Simeon looks up now and I realise that I have been silent for just a shade too long. His expression slips from excited expectation into something approaching worry and I can’t bear it. I love Simeon with everything I have and the idea of doing anything that might hurt him hurts me even more. I settle my face into what I think is a transparent smile.


   ‘Well, that was a surprise,’ I say, hoping that that’s enough to cover my hesitation.


   ‘What was a surprise?’ asks Mrs P as she comes into the room, drying her hands on a tea towel, an apron still covering her Christmas Day dress. Mrs P was the nurse I hired to care for my father in the final stages of his Alzheimer’s, but she has become as close as family, closer in many ways. She takes in the scene before her, with Simeon on one knee in front of me, and her eyebrows shoot up.


   ‘Oh,’ she says, nodding knowingly. ‘I see.’


   She takes a couple of steps back the way she came to give us some privacy, but Simeon speaks to her imploringly.


   ‘Will you tell her, Angie? I’ve just popped the question and she’s leaving me dangling from a thread without an answer. It’s doing absolutely nothing for my self-esteem.’


   And now I’m thinking fast. I love this man. I want to spend the rest of my life with him. Is there anything really so very bad about committing to him the way that people generally do in these circumstances? I decide to bite the bullet.


   ‘It’s a wonderful surprise,’ I say. ‘A perfect Christmas present. Yes. I’d love to marry you,’ I add and hope that I sound more convinced than I feel.


   ‘Well, thank God for that!’ laughs Simeon. ‘I thought for one terrible moment that you were going to turn me down.’


   He stands up and engulfs Lily and me in a bear hug. I lean into him and push my face into his chest so that neither he nor Mrs P can read anything into my expression that I’d rather they didn’t see, but Lily objects to being squashed in this manner and screeches until we pull apart.


   ‘Congratulations, both of you,’ Mrs P says, her smile broad. ‘And to Lily, of course. Will you make your own dress, Cara?’


   And so, it begins. I have watched so many brides ride this rollercoaster over the years, never once imagining that one day it would be my turn. The thought of all the rigmarole of a big wedding makes me feel panicky, but I push away the doubts. Just because I’ve said yes doesn’t mean that I have to get swamped by a massive do. If I am going to get married, then I’m doing it on my own terms.


   ‘One thing at a time,’ I laugh. ‘Let me get over the shock of this decision before you start asking me to make any more.’


   ‘I think champagne is called for,’ says Simeon. ‘Or cava maybe?’ he adds doubtfully. ‘Do we have anything fizzy other than tonic water?’


   ‘I think there’s some in the cupboard under the stairs,’ I say, and he heads off to retrieve it.


   I put Lily in her high chair and scatter a couple of raisins on the tray from a box that’s ever-present in my pocket. She starts trying to pick them up. It will take her some time, her fine motor skills still needing some refinement. Then I stand and stare at the lights twinkling on the Christmas tree as I listen to Simeon moving things around under the stairs.


   A moment later Mrs P is at my side. I feel her hand, warm on my arm.


   ‘Congratulations,’ she says quietly. ‘He’s a lovely man.’


   She’s right. I know that. I am very lucky to have him.


   ‘It’ll be fine, Cara,’ she adds. ‘Just give yourself time.’


   I nod but I don’t turn to look at her. I don’t quite trust myself not to cry.
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  Later, when Lily is safely tucked up in her cot and Mrs P has gone home, we snuggle on the sofa: me with a glass of Baileys and Simeon with a beer. The television is on: some Christmas Special of a terrible sitcom that we don’t like and which we’re not really watching. Simeon’s proposal is hanging in the air, floating like a helium balloon somewhere over our heads, but neither of us seems to want to be the one that yanks on the string to pull it down. But it must be done.


   I start.


   ‘Well, that was a bit of a surprise earlier,’ I say.


   Simeon feigns confusion for a moment, his brows knitted as he thinks.


   ‘What was?’ he asks, and then adds, ‘Oh, my grand romantic gesture?’


   He doffs an invisible cap extravagantly and it makes me laugh.


   ‘But seriously,’ I say. ‘Did you mean it? You want us to get married?’


   ‘Don’t you?’ He counters my questions with a question of his own and then watches me intently as I decide how to answer.


   ‘Well, yes. Of course . . .’


   I hesitate and his face takes on that anxious expression that it wears when Lily is ill.


   ‘It’s just that . . . Well, if I’m totally honest, it was a bit of a shock. I thought we were fine as we were.’


   ‘And we are,’ he says. ‘But I thought that it might be even better if we got married. Don’t you agree?’


   There are sound reasons for getting married, especially now we have Lily, and hopefully more babies, in the picture. I can’t deny that. And there’s no doubt that Simeon is the man for me. And yet . . . Maybe I’m being silly? Just because I don’t really have any sound marriage role models in my life doesn’t mean that it won’t work out for me. Perhaps I just need to give myself a little more time to get used to the idea.


   ‘Why don’t you think about it?’ asks Simeon, as ever in tune with what is going on in my head. ‘If you really don’t want to marry me . . .’


   ‘It’s not that,’ I interrupt, sitting up so that I can look directly into his eyes.


   ‘Well, that’s a relief, at least,’ he says, pushing my hair off my forehead and planting a kiss on the tip of my nose.


   ‘It’s just that I’ve never really thought about us getting married. It isn’t that important to me. It’s not really a measure of our success as a couple.’


   Simeon is quiet for a moment, the canned laughter from the television filling the gap.


   ‘I think it is important to me,’ he says slowly. ‘It’s like a marker to the world to show everyone what we mean to one another.’


   ‘I think everyone that matters to us already knows that,’ I say. ‘But I do get it. And it’s fine. We can get married if you want.’


   ‘But is it what you want?’ he asks, and I see that he isn’t going to let me get away with being quite so vague.


   I examine my conscience, run through the cons and stack them up against the pros. On the positive side are the fact that we love each other, that we have Lily and the house and our life together, that it’s legally less complicated. Against it is my fear of failure. The pros win.


   ‘Yes,’ I say decisively. ‘Yes. I would love to marry you. But let’s make it quick. I don’t want one of those engagements that goes on forever. We’ll look into venues and then get somewhere booked. Shall we aim for early summer?’


   Simeon looks delighted, his eyes shining. There might even be a tear or two there, but it could just be the lighting.


   ‘Perfect,’ he says. ‘You will make a beautiful summer bride.’


   I think of the speed with which Beth got married and it’s like a cloud passing in front of the sun. But this isn’t like Beth and Greg’s wedding. Simeon and I love each other, and the haste of the arrangements is my doing and not him manipulating me into something that he wants. It is completely different.


   ‘Can we tell people?’ he asks me. I can hear the excitement in his voice, like a child with a secret. ‘There’s my mum and dad and your mum and Michael. And I’ll need to find a best man.’


   He has clearly given this some thought.


   ‘Got anyone in mind?’ I ask, hoping that I’m matching his enthusiasm, even though the bridal party is the last thing I want to think about just now.


   He pauses for a moment and pretends to consider the question, which makes me want to hug him. I wonder if he sees through me like I do him.


   ‘Mark, I think,’ he says decisively. ‘He’s my best mate from uni.’


   This is new. I’ve never heard him so much as mention a Mark before.


   ‘Do I know him?’ I ask disingenuously.


   ‘I don’t think so,’ he says. ‘I’ve not seen him for a while.’


   Simeon and I have only been together for a couple of years and I’m still learning about his past, but it seems a little peculiar that he would never have even mentioned the person he wants as his best man.


   ‘What’s he like?’ I ask.


   Simeon shrugs as if this is too hard a question.


   ‘Oh, you know. He’s great. One of the lads. Just a normal bloke.’


   This description doesn’t fill me with enthusiasm. My brother Michael was never ‘one of the lads’ and neither was Simeon as far as I know. ‘The lads’ are not a breed I particularly know or want to know anything about.


   ‘Well, I look forward to meeting him,’ I say neutrally.


   Simeon gets to his feet and then scoops me up in his arms as if I weighed nothing at all. I squeal and my drink nearly goes for a burton.


   ‘I think we should adjourn to the bedroom to celebrate,’ he says, his grin wide.


   ‘I agree wholeheartedly,’ I say.


   And with that, our Christmas Day draws to a close.
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  I tell Beth our news over a glass of wine in the bar where I first met Simeon. It’s full of people all escaping their families and the leftover turkey. The excitement of the pre-Christmas period has dissipated and now the conversations around us are quieter and more intimate.


   Of course, Beth nearly implodes with excitement. It seems that her unsuccessful marriage to Greg has done nothing to dampen her enthusiasm for all things weddingy. She showers me with questions, none of which I have an answer for. When she has tried four or five ‘Bride 101’ queries without getting a satisfactory reply she gives up.


   ‘Cara! You’re rubbish at this! Have you not given the wedding any thought at all? You’re going to need to try a whole lot harder,’ she says with a grin. ‘Okay. Let’s start with the basics. Church or not?’


   ‘Not,’ I say. Neither of us is religious and it feels hypocritical to pretend otherwise.


   ‘How many guests?’


   I do a quick tot up in my head. There would be next to no one on my side. Simeon has more friends and there are also his work colleagues, who I suppose he might want to invite.


   ‘Fifty?’ I guess. ‘Definitely no more than that.’


   ‘Okay,’ says Beth, drawing the word out as she considers possible venues. She lists various hotels in the local vicinity which are either too large or too grand or both. I shake my head at each of them.


   ‘I think I want somewhere a bit unusual, with a bit of history, quirky, you know?’


   Beth nods her head solemnly.


   ‘Leave it with me. And your dress?’


   I can see that this is going to be a theme of questions going forward. What does a wedding dress designer wear to her own wedding?


   ‘To be honest,’ I say, ‘I’m really not sure. Let’s get a venue sorted first and then we’ll see.’


   Beth eyes me appraisingly. She has known me since we were children and sometimes I could swear that she has a wiretap directly into my brain.


   ‘Are you completely happy about this?’ she asks me, her head cocked to one side and her brow furrowed.


   ‘Yes,’ I say decisively, and I realise that I mean it. ‘It was a shock, I’ll admit, and I wasn’t sure to start with, but now I’ve got my head round it I’m okay.’


   She nods, accepting my word without further question.


   ‘You do know your dress is going to have to be incredible. I mean, no pressure or anything.’


   ‘Thanks. Oh, the irony of a wedding dress designer not really wanting to get married,’ I add.


   ‘Hang on,’ interrupts Beth. ‘You just said . . .’


   ‘I know. I do want to get married really. It’s just a bit of a mindset shift.’


   ‘There really is no pressure here, Ca,’ she says. ‘You can do exactly what you want. Simeon will understand.’


   ‘I know,’ I reply. ‘And what I want is to get married.’


   Beth smiles, the corners of her eyes crinkling in a way that they never did when we were girls. I know that I have similar crinkles when I smile too.


   ‘Good!’ she says. ‘Then I’m truly delighted for you both.’ Her smile is wide and genuine, but I’m her best friend and I can tell that there’s something else hidden in her eyes.


   ‘Have you heard from Greg?’ I ask.


   She drops her gaze and gives a tiny shake of her head.


   ‘Not since I moved out. Apart from the divorce papers, of course.’ She gives a little shrug.


   ‘You did the right thing,’ I say. ‘It was a brave decision to leave but better to do it earlier than when things got more complicated.’


   I always knew that Greg was wrong for Beth. He tried to squash her, to flatten her spirit until she conformed to the image of the wife that he wanted, which, of course, she was never going to do. I think she knew this too but, with that age-old conviction of women in love, she thought she could change him. The split had been relatively amicable. All the assets had been Greg’s, so Beth had just left with her stuff and her little cockapoo, Samson, and moved back into the tumbledown cottage which she had always refused to sell. The divorce would be quick and straightforward.


   ‘I know,’ she says. ‘And I’m fine. I really am. And, anyway, now I have my best friend’s wedding to plan which will distract me. I assume I’ll be the chief bridesmaid.’


   ‘Chief and only,’ I say.


   ‘And the best man?’


   ‘Some university mate of Simeon’s. Mark. I’ve never met him. We’ve invited him up to stay at Easter so we can get to know each other. Sim is taking him cycling up the Dales. He lives in London so I’m not sure he really knows what he’s in for with all the hills around here. Please say you’ll be around. I was hoping you could come for supper and even the numbers up a bit.’


   ‘No wife?’ asks Beth.


   I shake my head. ‘Apparently not, so it’ll all be a bit laddish at our place for a couple of days. Mark’s organising the stag night as well. Amsterdam.’ I roll my eyes and sigh.


   ‘What is it about men?’ she asks. ‘They’re so extra when it comes to stag nights.’ Then a thought occurs to her and her eyes sparkle.


   ‘Do I get to plan your hen night?’


   ‘I am not having a hen night,’ I say determinedly. ‘There’ll only be you, me and Mrs P. Hardly a wild night out. Let’s just go for afternoon tea at Betty’s and have a glass of fizz or something.’


   ‘You have to be joking,’ she replies. ‘There will be cocktails at the very least. I’ll have a word with Mrs P and see what we can come up with.’


   ‘You have to stop calling her that,’ I laugh. ‘She’s Angie.’


   ‘I know, I know, but she’ll always be Mrs P to me.’


   And me, I think.


SPRING
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  Mark, Simeon’s best-man-to-be, is arriving on the four thirty train. Simeon is buzzing to see his friend. I can’t imagine not seeing Beth for three years, but I suppose that’s boys for you. They aren’t always that great at the keeping-in-touch thing.


   Our new house is quite small in comparison to the one where I grew up and lived in with Dad. That place was far too much for me and Sim to manage, not to mention all the memories that I wasn’t keen to hang on to. The new one is perfect – a Victorian mid-terrace, built in dark Yorkshire stone, with a paved terrace at the front and a grassy strip of garden at the back. Petite and bijou, as they say. We do have a spare bedroom, though, and so I ready it for our guest. It feels really important to me that Mark likes the house and the life that Simeon and I have built together. I suppose I’m a bit anxious that he might find it lacking in some way, but I try to ignore the little voice in my head that tells me it’s not good enough. I daren’t even think about what he might make of me.


   I put some cheerful daffodils in a vase on the chest of drawers and leave a couple of fluffy towels on the end of the bed and then I polish the bathroom until it shines. It all looks lovely.


   At four fifteen, the three of us troop down to the station, Lily sitting up alert in her pushchair and taking in everything around her.


   ‘Did you get the hot cross buns?’ Simeon asks me as we walk along, and I can’t help but smile. He must want everything to be ‘just so’ for his friend too.


   ‘I did. And some of that tea you like, although, as Mark is “one of the lads”, I imagine you’ll be going to the pub after dinner this evening.’


   There’s an edge to my voice that I don’t intend but if Simeon hears it then he doesn’t react.


   ‘Nah,’ he says. ‘I’m happy staying in. I want him to get to know you. There’ll be plenty of time for chatting when we’re out on the road tomorrow. And we need an early night so that we’re at our best.’ He grins evilly. ‘I’ve got some cracking routes lined up for him. It’d be a killer with a hangover.’


   ‘Where are you going to take him?’ I ask. Yorkshire is a cyclist’s heaven (or hell, depending on how fit you are).


   ‘I reckon we’ll do the Tour de France route tomorrow as a steady breaking-him-in day.’


   The classic French cycle race had begun in Yorkshire a few years before, causing great excitement amongst cyclists and locals alike.


   ‘And then I thought I’d take him round the White Rose Classic circuit on Sunday. That should show us what he’s made of.’


   ‘I thought you wanted him as your best man,’ I say. ‘At this rate he’ll either be not speaking to you or dead!’


   ‘Oh, it’s not that bad!’ laughs Simeon. ‘We’ll do the medium one. That’s only eighty miles . . .’


   ‘Most of which are uphill!’ I point out, but Simeon just shrugs.


   We wait on the platform for the train, which trundles in on time. I’m really quite nervous about meeting this man now. Simeon says that he’s great and that the pair of us will get on like a house on fire, but Simeon is so much better with people than I am. I worry that I’ll come across as standoffish or unfriendly and all of a sudden, I feel very provincial and unsophisticated.


   The passengers disembark and stream down the platform towards us. Simeon is scanning the heads as they pass by. There is no sign of Mark until almost everyone has gone. Then a man appears with a big rucksack and a bike, which he bounces down from the carriage and pushes along the platform towards us. He looks relaxed and not a bit nervous.


   ‘There he is,’ says Simeon and then sets off towards his friend, his arms wide. I hang back with Lily and the pushchair.


   ‘Mark!’ says Simeon as he reaches him. ‘So good to see you, mate.’


   He flings his arms around him and they embrace.


   ‘You’re looking great,’ he adds when they pull apart. ‘Here, come and meet the family.’


   He starts to lead Mark towards us and I pull my shoulders back and stand up straight, fixing a smile on my face. Mark is a little bit taller than Simeon and broader too. He looks fit, so maybe the killer bike rides that Simeon has planned won’t be too arduous for him. As they get closer, I see that he’s fairly ordinary-looking. Brown hair thinning a little at the hairline, smallish eyes and a strong jaw covered in sandy stubble.


   ‘And so, this is the girl that’s stolen my mate’s heart,’ he says as he approaches.


   I haven’t been a girl for nearly twenty years, but I gloss over that.


   ‘Mark. Hi,’ I say brightly. ‘So good to meet you. Simeon has told me so much about you.’


   That’s not true either but it’s the right thing to say and I don’t mind telling the odd white lie. He leans in for the little air kisses that have become de rigueur and which I hate. I offer my cheek up to his bristly chin.


   ‘And this is Lily,’ I add.


   Lily gives him one of her brightest smiles and I’m hit by a rush of pride, but Mark doesn’t look at her and so misses it. I stroke her head and smile back at her, not wanting her to take this slight personally. I know, she’s only eleven months old, but still.


   ‘Good journey?’ asks Simeon and then the two of them set off ahead of me, Simeon shouldering Mark’s bag and Mark pushing the bike confidently with one hand. They chat as if they only saw each other last week and I’m relieved. Even though I haven’t heard much about Mark, it’s obvious that he is the kind of friend that qualifies as best-man material. Immediately, Beth pops into my mind and I hope that the two of them are going to get along.


   We reach the house and Simeon locks the bike away in the shed with his.


   ‘I’ll put the kettle on then, shall I?’ I ask but Mark slaps his arm around Simeon’s shoulder and says, ‘I think this calls for more than just tea. A grand reunion and a wedding on top? What we need, mate, is beer.’


   I think of the conversation that Simeon and I had not half an hour earlier and wait for him to tell Mark about the big day he has planned for them and how tea would be a better idea, but Simeon is grinning.


   ‘I think you might be right,’ he says. ‘The local’s just around the corner. Does a reasonable pint. And none of your London prices either.’


   ‘And not too far to stagger home at closing time,’ replies Mark, doing an impression of a drunk trying to walk.


   ‘We’re not going for a session, mate,’ Simeon says. ‘Just you wait until you hear what I’ve got lined up for you tomorrow. You’ll be grateful that I didn’t let you have a skinful tonight.’


   Mark shrugs.


   ‘Who are you and what did you do with the real Simeon Blake?’ he asks, but Sim just grins at him.


   ‘We’ll be back as planned, Ca,’ he says. ‘Beth’s coming at seven, right? Beth’s Cara’s chief bridesmaid, Mark. You’ll like her.’


   A laddish look passes between the two of them but luckily they don’t verbalise what is in their minds or I might have had to step in to defend Beth’s honour.


   ‘Right! Pub it is,’ says Simeon. ‘See you in a bit.’


   And then he kisses me and they leave, the door shutting decisively behind them. I think of the hot cross buns that I’d bought. They will be hard by tomorrow. Still, the two men haven’t seen each other for years. They have a lot of catching up to do and if I’m honest, I’d rather they did that where I didn’t have to join in. There’s nothing duller than other people’s university stories.
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  True to his word, Simeon brings Mark back by six thirty and neither of them appears to be the worse for wear. I am almost ready. Lily is bathed and playing happily on her mat whilst she waits for her last feed. The table is set in the corner of the kitchen and I have chosen an acoustic playlist and put tea lights into little glass holders to create a nice ambience. The food is simple and quick so there’s no need to spend hours slaving over the stove – which is good, as cooking really isn’t my thing.


   I take Mark upstairs to show him where he’ll be staying. He doesn’t comment on the room but then I suppose he is a man, so I try not to take the lack of a compliment personally.


   ‘And the bathroom is just there,’ I add, pointing to the open door.


   ‘No ensuite?’ he asks, and I feel myself bristle. ‘It’s just like when Simmo and me were students, all sharing. Except I’m much better house-trained these days.’


   He winks at me and I give him a tight little smile in return. It’s hard not to be offended by his comparison of my beautiful home to student digs but I do my best. I take a deep breath through my nose and say, ‘Why don’t you get yourself settled, Mark, and then come down when you’re ready.’


   ‘Cool,’ he says and then retreats into the spare room.


   I head downstairs with a growing feeling of disquiet in the pit of my stomach. Going by what I’ve seen so far, I can’t quite imagine Mark and Simeon as close friends. Mark seems a little crass when set next to my gentle Sim but I tell myself that I’ve only just met him and if Sim likes him so much then he must have some redeeming features, even if they do appear to be buried quite deep.


   Shortly after this Beth arrives, clutching a bottle of white wine and a bag of chocolate mini eggs, which she passes to me as she takes her coat off.


   ‘Well?’ she whispers. ‘What’s he like?’


   ‘The jury’s still out,’ I say, but I don’t get the chance to add any details as Simeon is already in the sitting room when we go in. He is rocking Lily in his arms.


   ‘I think someone is ready for bed,’ he says, running a finger down Lily’s tiny nose. I can see her eyelids drooping. ‘Shall I give her her bottle?’ he asks.


   I want to do that so that I can escape upstairs, but it makes more sense for me to stay put and get to know Mark a bit better, and it’ll be easier to chat now that Beth has arrived.


   ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Thanks.’


   I get Beth a glass of wine and then we sit and wait for Mark to reappear. I’m desperate to tell her what I think of him but I’m nervous in case he walks right into the middle of the conversation so instead we chat about the things that have happened since I saw her last. We are about halfway down our glasses when Mark arrives. He’s got changed and is wearing a crisp white shirt and a jacket with his jeans. I’d been half expecting him to appear in track pants and an old tee shirt so it’s good to know that he seems to be making an effort.


   I pour him a glass of wine as I introduce Beth and she gets a kiss on the cheek too. She looks lovely; a little too thin perhaps, after the split with Greg, but she has clearly taken time over her hair and make-up and I feel proud of her. Then I realise that I know next to nothing about Mark’s relationship status, which gives me the impetus for a conversation at least.


   ‘Are you married, Mark?’ I ask.


   He shakes his head.


   ‘No, not yet,’ he says. ‘Since uni, I’ve pretty much had my head down with work.’


   ‘What do you do?’ Beth asks him.


   ‘Finance,’ he says without further explanation. ‘And you?’


   ‘Oh, I’m just a nurse,’ she says.


   ‘There’s no “just” about that!’ I say, not wanting Beth to belittle herself now that Greg isn’t there putting her down all the time. ‘It’s one of the hardest jobs in the world.’


   ‘And one of the least appreciated,’ adds Mark.


   Beth drops her chin and looks up at him, giving him a pretty smile. I can’t quite decide if it’s genuine or not. And I can’t make Mark out either. Part of me really isn’t sure about him but then he says something like that and I have to give him the benefit of the doubt. And on top of that Simeon clearly thinks the world of him and I think the world of Simeon . . . ergo.


   I cast around for another conversational starter for ten.


   ‘These two are going to do Le Grand Départ route tomorrow,’ I say, and Beth turns the corners of her mouth down and nods appreciatively.


   ‘Impressive,’ she says.


   ‘Well, anything the world’s most elite cyclists can do we can do better,’ he kind of sings.


   ‘And the White Rose the following day,’ I add, feeling a little smug.


   ‘What is that?’ asks Beth. She hasn’t had the benefit of dating a cyclist. Cycling really wasn’t Greg’s scene.


   ‘It’s a race route,’ I explain. ‘Goes out to Otley then up the Dales round to Settle and back.’


   Beth’s eyes widen and Mark, taking her lead, throws me a questioning look.


   ‘Is that bad?’ he asks.


   ‘That depends how much you like cycling up hills,’ I say, and we all laugh slightly awkwardly and take a mouthful of our drinks. ‘I did tell Sim that it would be better if he didn’t kill his best man until after the wedding,’ I add with a smile.


   Mark shrugs and expands his chest a little, pulling his shoulders back in the process.


   ‘I keep myself pretty fit,’ he says. ‘I’m sure I’ll cope.’


   There it is again, I think. That cockiness. That’s the thing I don’t like about Mark, I realise now. I find his underlying self-confidence unattractive. It’s probably a reaction against my own lack of it but still, it grates on me.


   ‘Wouldn’t it make more sense to do them the other way around?’ asks Beth. ‘Do the big ride tomorrow and then the other the day after?’


   Simeon arrives then. He still has a muslin slung over his shoulder from feeding Lily and his hair is sticking up in tufts where he’s been leaning against the headboard of our bed. Bless him.


   ‘That’s not a bad idea,’ he says. ‘And the forecast is clearer for tomorrow. We’ll get better views of Pen-y-ghent. What do you reckon, Mark?’


   ‘I’m in your hands, mate,’ he says. ‘Happy to just do what you tell me.’


   Simeon nods thoughtfully. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘We’ll swap them over. Good shout, Beth.’


   Now that Simeon has reappeared, I feel like I can leave them to it and go to sort the food out, so I excuse myself and retreat to the kitchen. I assume that Beth will follow and when she doesn’t, I’m slightly put out. Mark is telling a filthy joke and I can hear Simeon roaring with laughter. I’ve never heard him laugh like that. I didn’t even know that he liked mucky jokes.


   But then I give myself a stern talking to as I toss the salad. I’m being ridiculous. Come on, Cara, grow up!
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 BETH

  Well, that was a fun evening. It’s always lovely to see Cara and Simeon, of course, but Simeon’s friend Mark was a laugh too. I mean, he’s a bit pleased with himself, bordering on smug, in fact, but he could still poke fun at himself and that’s what counts. Greg was rubbish at that. Things were only ever funny at someone else’s expense, usually mine, his slightly dim wife. Mark can at least see how pompous he sounds sometimes and laugh at his own silliness.


   Not that I’m in the market for a new man. I’m enjoying being back in my little cottage with my not-so-little puppy and I am totally focused on getting things back to the way they were before. It’s a big ask. It’s not easy to accept firstly that you’ve made a mistake and then that it can’t be fixed, no matter how hard you try. And I did try hard. I did everything I could to make my marriage work. I think Greg tried too but in the end . . .


   Anyway, that’s all water under the bridge now. I need to focus on the future and move on, because if I spend time thinking about the ‘what ifs’ and all the hopes and dreams that I had wrapped up in my new life with Greg then I’d never get out of bed in the morning.


   Today is Good Friday and the gods are clearly smiling on me because I haven’t got any shifts for the entire Easter weekend, so I’ve decided to have a huge clear out and maybe do a spot of decorating, cheer the place up a bit. I might even treat myself to a new sofa in the sales.


   After breakfast, I make myself a huge mug of milky coffee and start on the sitting room, pulling stuff off the shelves and tipping out the cupboards. I have the radio on to keep me company. Samson is no use at all. I think he’s a bit bewildered by the upheaval, so he takes himself off to his basket and goes to sleep.


   I’ve been at it for about an hour when my phone rings. Cara.


   ‘Morning,’ she says cheerfully. ‘What are you up to?’


   I explain that I am up to my neck in the detritus of my former life and she laughs.


   ‘Have you reached the point where you wish you’d never started yet?’ she asks.


   ‘Pretty much,’ I say, ‘But it’ll be as hard to go back as to go on so I’m sticking with it.’


   ‘Good for you.’


   There’s a pause and I know she’s having a mouthful of tea before she asks me the question that is the real purpose of the call.


   ‘So, what did you think?’


   ‘Of Mark, you mean?’ I hesitate before I answer. I have the impression that Cara isn’t entirely sold on Simeon’s best man. He’s not really her type: a bit too brash. So, normally I would let her indulge this dislike for a bit and we would spend some time happily taking aim at his personality before we decided that he was all right really.


   But this is Simeon’s best friend, a person who is likely to figure not only in their forthcoming nuptials but also in their future life. If Cara takes against him now, then it’s going to take a lot to turn the ship at a later point. Better, I think, to go for mild annoyance which is easily morphed into affectionate irritation later.


   ‘I liked him,’ I say, biting my lip as I speak and screwing my face up as I wait for what I know will be Cara’s response.


   ‘Really?’


   ‘Yes. He seems nice. I mean, he was a bit cocky at times . . .’


   ‘Yes!’ She says, seizing, as I knew she would, on my critical words.


   ‘But that was probably just because he was meeting us all for the first time,’ I add quickly, before she has chance to get into her stride. ‘And he and Sim haven’t seen each other for a while so that might have been a bit awkward for them. But overall, I reckon he’ll make a great best man.’


   There is a silence on the other end. I’m glad this is a phone call and that she can’t see my face.


   ‘You’re probably right,’ she concedes reluctantly.


   Now I feel bad. I need to give her a little bit of wriggle room, so I say, ‘Do you not like him?’


   ‘It’s not that,’ she says. ‘I’m sure he’s a great bloke. Sim certainly thinks so. It’s more that when he’s here I can feel a little gap opening up between me and Sim. It’s like he’s a different person with Mark. They have all that shared past together and it sounds as if Sim was different back then.’


   ‘Well, of course he was,’ I say. ‘He was young! We were all different when we were young. You and I have masses of shared past but I don’t think that’s put Simeon off me!’


   She ignores my levity.


   ‘I just felt like Mark knows him better than I do.’


   Aha, I think. There we have it. Cara is a little bit jealous. Up until now she’s had Simeon to herself and because she’s always led such a small life with just me, Michael and her Dad in it she’s invested almost everything she has in their relationship. So, finding out that Simeon has more than just her must have knocked her for six.


   ‘Well, I’ve known you longer than Sim has,’ I say. ‘So, Mark kind of evens things out. Really, Ca, don’t worry about it. Mark is a bit smug but underneath I think he’s sound. Sim clearly thinks the world of him and I’m sure you’ll get used to the idea of sharing. Just like Sim has to share you with me!’


   She laughs then, agreeing with me.


   ‘So,’ I say, shifting the subject on to less controversial ground, ‘Did they get off on their epic ride?’


   ‘Yes. God knows what they find so appealing about riding up hills for hours on end.’


   ‘They are pretty beautiful hills,’ I say. ‘I can see the attraction although I can safely say that I won’t be getting my bike out any time soon.’


   ‘Do you even have a bike?’ she asks.


   ‘Well, no,’ I admit. ‘Right, I need to get on with my mess. If you find yourself at a loose end, then come over and help.’


   ‘Hmmm,’ she says. ‘Don’t hold your breath. I’ll ring later.’


   ‘Call yourself my best friend!’ I laugh.


   ‘And, Beth,’ she adds quietly, ‘thank you.’


   I can almost hear a little kiss coming down the line.


   ‘You’re welcome,’ I say.
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 CARA

  I should have checked with Simeon what time he thought they’d be back. I have no idea how long it takes to ride eighty-four miles on a bike. I don’t know how fast he rides either so I can’t even do a rudimentary calculation. I settle on it being around five hours. The two of them left the house at ten, all kitted out in their Lycra with bananas stuffed into the pockets on their backs. There’ll be a stop for lunch, I imagine, and maybe a couple more to take in the views, although I have no idea if view-observing is something that happens on these long rides. Either way, they’ll be gone a while.


   The day passes slowly. I tidy up from the night before. Then Lily and I go to the shops to pick up a few bits and pieces because the shops are going to be shut for a whole day over the Bank Holiday weekend and we don’t want to accidentally starve to death. I make a casserole for that evening, having decided that slow food is the way to go when dinner is a moveable feast.


   Lily is crotchety. She won’t be put down for long but when I pick her up she won’t sleep and just wriggles in my arms. She feels a little hot and her cheeks are flushed. I try some Calpol but she flails her arms around at precisely the wrong moment and we both end up covered in the sticky pink medicine. I’m tempted to ring Angie just to see what she thinks but then I decide against it. I can’t always go running to her at the first sign of trouble.


   Where is Sim? At this moment I want nothing more in life than to ask him what he thinks might be the matter with our baby. I need a second opinion, reassurance that there is nothing seriously wrong and that this is just an everyday childhood complaint. I’ve not been a mum long enough to tell these things for myself yet and I still lack confidence in my gut instincts.


   But of course, Simeon is out with Mark. My irrational resentment towards him grows a little more. He’s starting to feel a bit like a cuckoo in my nest even though I know I’m being unfair and ridiculous.


   I check myself. The fact that it’s the long Easter weekend with no hope of a doctor’s appointment is probably making me over-anxious. It’s hardly Mark’s fault, I decide grudgingly.


   Then I have a brainwave. A tooth! Lily doesn’t have any teeth yet but perhaps this is the first one trying to stab its way through her soft little gums. This seems both plausible and likely and I immediately feel better. I even have a plastic teething ring waiting in the freezer for this very eventuality. I dig it out, give it a quick anti-bacterial spray and then give it to Lily who puts it straight into her mouth. This seems to offer her some relief and I congratulate myself on my growing maternal instincts.


   Five o’clock comes and goes and there’s no sign of the jolly cyclists. I’ve texted Simeon and rung too but my texts are unread and my call just rings out. I give Lily her bath early just to give me something to do.


   Six o’clock and still nothing. I’m starting to get bored now. I’ve been in all day by myself and I’m tiring of my own company. I could ring Beth again, invite her round. There will be plenty of casserole to go around.


   She answers on the third ring. ‘God save me from tidying. Whoever it was that said each possession should spark joy clearly had a screw loose. There is nothing joyful about a box of old, but not yet finished, toiletries.’


   ‘Then aren’t you supposed to throw them away?’ I ask, grinning at her down the phone.


   ‘And how do you propose that I clean my teeth, or wash my hair?’


   ‘Fair point. Listen, are you busy? The boys still aren’t back from their adventure and I’m bored on my own. I have food!’ I add, hoping to tempt her with the offer of not having to cook.


   ‘I’m on my way,’ she says. ‘I’m not getting changed, though. You’ll have to deal with my decorating tee shirt.’


   ‘You’ve not been decorating as well as sparking joy, have you?’ I ask.


   ‘God no! I thought I might do some when I got dressed but I was obviously being ludicrously over-optimistic. On my way.’


   By the time Beth arrives I have Lily in bed and there’s still no sign of Simeon and Mark. It’s not dark yet, though.


   ‘It looks like Mark isn’t as fit as he made out,’ I say as Beth takes her jacket off and hangs it on the bannister. There is a tiny note of triumph in my voice which Beth raises an eyebrow at but doesn’t comment on.


   ‘They’ve probably stopped for a pint,’ she says. ‘There are loads of country pubs between the Dales and here.’


   I shake my head.


   ‘No. There’s no way that Sim would go to the pub when he was out on his bike. It’s dangerous for one thing and I’m not even sure he’s got any money with him, not much anyway. No. It’ll be Mark not being able to cope with the Yorkshire hills. He’s probably had to get off and push up them all.’


   Beth does grin now.


   ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Softie southerners!’


   ‘Watch it! I’m a southerner, remember?’


   ‘You came here when you were two, Ca. I think you can count yourself northern by now.’


   My stomach growls. Not knowing when they would be back, I haven’t really eaten since breakfast and now I’m ravenous.


   ‘Shall we eat?’ I ask. ‘We could be waiting forever.’


   So, we sit at the kitchen table and I dole out ladlefuls of casserole which we eat with hunks of fresh bread. We chat about what Beth has managed to throw out in her purge (not much), whether I should have bought Lily an Easter egg (I haven’t) and where would be good for a honeymoon with an infant in tow until the light drops and the road is lit only by the sodium-orange glow of the street lamps.


   I’m starting to worry now, my stomach twisting as I go over the possible scenarios in my head. There are no lights on Simeon’s bike and those roads are very dark and narrow.


   ‘Perhaps they took a wrong turning,’ suggests Beth.


   This hadn’t occurred to me and I feel instantly better. That’ll be it. They will have accidentally turned a long ride into an epic journey and will be crawling home using every last ounce of power in their battered legs.


   Then, finally, the doorbell rings.


   ‘This’ll be them,’ I say as the relief spreads through me. I leap up to let them in. I throw open the door, all ready with my teasing comments.


   But it isn’t them.


   There are two policemen on my doorstep.
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  ‘Miss Cara Ferensby?’ the older of the two men asks. He has a gentle face, like he should be someone’s favourite uncle and not a policeman. His uniform doesn’t sit well on him either. It’s like he’s in fancy dress and for a second, I wonder whether this is a practical joke that Simeon has set up.


   I nod cautiously.


   ‘Can we come in, please, love?’ the other, younger, man asks.


   I nod again and then lead them into the kitchen. Beth is stacking the dishwasher and she doesn’t turn around when she hears us enter.


   ‘You had us worried then, Simeon,’ she says. ‘We thought you might be dead in a ditch.’


   ‘Beth,’ I say, and something about my tone makes her look up. The younger of the two men seems to recognise her and gives her a tiny nod of his head and she throws him a wide smile in return. Then she realises that there is something very wrong here and her smile drops like a stone.


   ‘I’m sorry to inform you, Miss Ferensby,’ the uncle one says, ‘that there has been an accident.’


   My heart stops beating for a second. An accident. Somewhere deep inside me I’m not surprised. It is the obvious, but unthinkable, explanation for their lateness. Let it be Mark, I think. Let it be Mark.


   ‘I understand that Mr Simeon Blake is your boyfriend.’


   ‘Fiancé,’ I correct, as if it could possibly make any difference.


   ‘I’m afraid that he has been in a collision with a car on the B6160 between Burnsall and Bolton Abbey.’


   I hear the words but I can’t speak. I need to know what has happened but I can’t bear to ask.


   Beth steps in.


   ‘Is he okay?’ she asks.


   ‘He has sustained serious injuries to his head and the left side of his body,’ the policeman says.


   ‘But he’s not dead?’ I ask.


   The younger one of the two shakes his head.


   ‘No, but his condition is serious. We’re to take you to the hospital. Perhaps you could gather some things.’


   ‘But what about Lily? She’s in bed. She’s got a new tooth coming . . .’


   Beth comes and puts her arm round my shoulder. ‘I’ll stay with Lily. You go. Does she need things for her or Simeon?’ she asks the policeman that she seems to know.


   ‘Just her,’ he says. ‘Mr Blake is in intensive care and has everything that he needs for now.’


   Intensive care. The words punch me in the stomach. My beautiful Simeon is in intensive care. In hospital. And I’m not there.


   ‘We need to go,’ I say but Beth steers me towards the door.


   ‘Let’s just get you a toothbrush and a change of clothes. And your phone charger. Where’s that?’


   ‘By the bed,’ I whisper.


   I don’t remember the journey. They take me to the large city hospital rather than the one nearest to us. That is a bad sign in itself. As we fly through the night, the policeman in the passenger seat tries to talk to me, to distract me, I suppose, but I don’t engage. I can’t. All I can do is think about Simeon and what I’m going to find when I get there.


   And then I remember Mark.


   ‘He had a friend with him. Mark,’ I say.


   ‘Yes. He’s at the hospital. He rang the ambulance.’


   ‘Is he okay?’


   ‘He’s not hurt,’ says the policeman.


   ‘When did this happen?’ I ask.


   ‘Not sure of the exact timing but I think around seven thirty,’ says the policeman.


   ‘But that’s hours ago. Why didn’t they ring me?’


   ‘Mr Blake’s phone was damaged in the accident and Mr Fisher didn’t have your number.’


   I think of Simeon all on his own without me for hours. Why didn’t Mark just get hold of my number? But then I realise that just as I didn’t know until a few seconds ago that his surname was Fisher, he probably had no idea what I was called. I was just Cara, his mate Simeon’s fiancée.


   ‘And how did it happen?’ I ask, suddenly desperate for details.


   ‘It appears that the car came round a blind bend and Mr Blake was in the middle of the road. The driver wasn’t able to stop in time.’


   ‘But what was he doing in the middle of the road?’ I ask.


   I can’t seem to make any sense of it. Simeon is really careful of his road position, especially where it’s narrow. There’s no way that he would put himself in harm’s way. It makes no sense.


   The policeman shakes his head.


   ‘I’m sorry but that’s all we know at the present time.’


   The journey into Leeds seems to take an eternity, even with the blue lights flashing but finally we reach the Accident and Emergency department and I fly inside without even thinking to thank the policemen. After a garbled conversation at the reception desk they manage to work out what I’m saying and direct me to the right place.


   When I get there, Mark is sitting on a chair in a corridor, his head in his hands. He looks out of place in his Lycra and cycling shoes. He is cradling his helmet on his knee.


   ‘Mark!’ I say when I see him. ‘Where is he? What happened? What’s going on?’


   He lifts his head and I can see at once that he’s crying, the tears still wet on his eyelashes. His face is covered in salty streaks from the sweat of the day’s ride but his skin is porcelain white.


   ‘God, Cara. I’m so sorry.’


   But I don’t have time to hear what he’s sorry for because then a nurse is there and takes me to talk to the doctor.


   We’re standing in a little room. The walls are painted a cool blue. It’s a pretty colour, I think, like the sky on a spring morning. The doctor speaks to me in a low voice, her tone concerned. I hear her words but I only register a few of them. Lucky. Coma. CT scan. Brain injury. Helmet. I try and fail to connect them all into something that makes some sense.


   She seems to realise that I’m struggling to keep up with her, so she smiles and starts again.


   ‘Simeon has been hit by a car,’ she says slowly. ‘He is alive, but he has sustained serious injuries, primarily to his head and the left-hand side of his body. We have put him into a medically induced coma whilst we try to control the swelling of his brain. It is too soon to say whether any damage will be permanent. He will have a CT scan and then we will have a better idea of the situation. He has also broken his collar bone, wrist and several ribs. It is good that he was wearing a decent helmet. If he hadn’t been then it is highly likely that he wouldn’t have survived the impact. As it is, we just have to monitor his condition and carry out the scan so that we can see if there are any further internal injuries.’


   It’s so much information that I don’t know where to start with my questions, so I just shoot for the most important one.


   ‘Is he going to die?’


   The gentle smile slips from the doctor’s lips.


   ‘It’s too early to say. He is stable at the moment, which is a good thing, but we’ll have a much better idea this time tomorrow. Until then we have to wait and watch. But please be assured that we are doing everything we can to identify and treat all his injuries. We also need his body to process the alcohol in his system.’


   I’m horrified.


   ‘Alcohol?’


   The doctor looks at me in a way that tells me that this is not surprising, as if alcohol has touched every broken body she sees in Accident and Emergency.


   ‘Mr Blake had been drinking when the car hit him,’ she clarifies. ‘The driver said that he was in the middle of the road when she came round the corner. There was no way that she could have stopped in time.’


   My natural instincts are to challenge her. This can’t be my Simeon that she’s talking about. He is not so stupid as to get on a bike and attempt to ride it when he’d had a drink. I know him. He would never do that. But what would be the point of contradicting her. She is obviously telling me the truth.


   ‘He’ll have the CT scan and then we can talk again. In fact’ – she checks her watch – ‘he may have already gone down.’


   ‘Can I see him?’ I ask.


   She shakes her head. ‘Just at the moment we are working hard on getting him stable and doing tests. You probably won’t be able to see him until tomorrow. You can wait in here or outside with Mr Blake’s friend.’


   At first, I have no idea who she’s talking about and then I remember Mark and everything falls into place like the tumblers on a giant lock.


   That’s why Simeon had been drinking. Mark had put him up to it.


   Things start to make more sense to me. Simeon would never have had a drink unless he’d been egged on by his so-called friend. I’d already seen Mark’s modus operandi. The pub had been the first thing he’d wanted to do when he arrived yesterday. Of course it would have been him that made them stop for a drink today. Simeon knows how dangerous it is but Mark would have shamed him into it, making crass jokes about Sim being under the thumb.


   And now Simeon is in a coma and might have brain damage, or worse. And it’s all Mark’s fault.
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  I don’t know how long I sit there in that room. I don’t go out into the corridor. I can’t bear to see Mark and I don’t trust how I will react if I do. My phone buzzes a couple of times. It’s Beth wanting an update. I quickly type a jagged résumé of where we are but when she messages back wanting more details, I let it go unanswered. I can’t waste energy typing. I need it all to focus on sending it to Simeon.


   I should contact his parents but they are away on a cruise to celebrate their wedding anniversary. They don’t have a mobile phone so someone will need to get a message through to the ship. It will ruin their holiday but what if I don’t tell them and . . . I can’t even bear to form the thought in my head. I text Beth. It’s a big ask but I know she’ll sort it out for me.


   I am desperate to see him but they continue to say that I have to wait. I check my watch constantly but the hands never seem to move round the dial. Each minute feels like an eternity. Every time I hear footsteps in the corridor outside, I sit up, expecting them to come in and give me some news and then fall back into despair when the door doesn’t open and the footsteps fade and then disappear. The not knowing how he is and the feeling of utter helplessness that this brings is unbearable.


   Eventually, the doctor comes to find me and gives me the initial results of the scan. She says that as far as they can tell there are no additional injuries but that the continued swelling of his brain means that they can’t yet get a good idea of what is going on there. They will keep scanning until they get a clearer picture and until then we just have to wait. He is still in a medically induced coma.


   ‘You should go home,’ says the nurse that comes to check on me a little later. ‘There’s nothing you can do here just now,’ she says, her voice gentle and laced with kindness. ‘You’d be better getting some rest so that you’re ready to support him when he wakes up.’


   ‘But what if he wakes up while I’m gone,’ I ask desperately but she just shakes her head.


   ‘The doctor will keep him sedated to give the swelling a chance to go down. He won’t wake up. You really should get some sleep.’


   Defeated, I nod my head. There is Lily to think about too. It’s almost dawn and Beth can’t stay looking after her forever. She’ll need to get back to her place to see to Samson for one thing.


   And so, I set off down the corridor towards the door to the outside world. I’m not quite in touch with myself. It’s as if this is all happening to someone else, like it’s a film. And then I hear someone calling my name. I turn around and see Mark jogging down the corridor towards me, his cycling shoes clicking on the hard floor.


   ‘Cara, wait. How is he?’


   I don’t stop walking.


   ‘There’s no news,’ I say flatly. ‘They’re sending me home to get some rest.’


   ‘That must be good, though,’ he says anxiously. ‘I mean, if he’s stable.’


   ‘I’m not sure how being in a coma can be good,’ I snap.


   ‘No,’ he says. ‘Sorry. Listen, could I get a lift back to your place with you? The police took my bike and I don’t really know where I am.’


   He smiles at me but when I don’t respond his smile slips and then fades entirely. I would rather saw my own leg off with a penknife than spend time with this man. Suddenly, I can no longer keep all the fear and anger of the last few hours inside me.


   ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ I scream at him, totally ignoring where we both are. ‘I know you made him go to the pub. Are you a total idiot? He could have been killed. He might still die. And it’s all your fault.’


   He looks devastated as I scream at him. His face goes the colour of the creamy hospital walls and tears spring to his eyes.


   ‘We only had a pint,’ he said. ‘It was nothing. The drinking had nothing to do with the accident.’


   ‘And yet here we are,’ I spit. ‘Simeon is back there fighting for his life. Are you seriously telling me that spending the afternoon in the pub had nothing to do with it? Do you think I’m stupid?’


   ‘Honestly, Cara. He was sober. It was just an accident. There were these—’


   ‘That’s not what the doctor said,’ I snap back, not letting him finish his sentence. ‘And he would never have been in the middle of the road if he hadn’t been drinking. He’s careful. He knows how dangerous those bends are. This is your fault,’ I repeat but the venom has drained from my voice now. I’m too exhausted to shout at him anymore. And anyway, I don’t really have a choice. I can’t just abandon him. He is Simeon’s best man. He’s in a hospital in a city that he doesn’t know dressed in entirely inappropriate clothing and without proper footwear. He has nowhere to stay and no money. I have to take him home with me.


   ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘But we’ll have to get a taxi. The police brought me here.’


   ‘Thank you,’ he says quietly.


   We find a taxi and it drives us home. We don’t speak, each lost in our own thoughts. Once or twice I start to cry but he doesn’t try to comfort me which is probably wise. I just sit and sob until it passes and then wipe my nose and wait for the next onslaught of emotion. The taxi driver doesn’t even attempt to enquire.


   It’s six thirty by the time we get back to the house and the sky is just starting to glow with a hazy pink light. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. The expression is so ingrained in my mind that it just pops up even though I’m so exhausted that I can barely remember my own name.


   Beth is sitting at my kitchen table. Lily is in her high chair happily drinking her milk. Life here appears to be unchanged. Except for the fact that Simeon may die.


   She leaps up as we come into the room and throws her arms around me. I dissolve into her and she holds me tight whilst I cry. I know that I shouldn’t fall apart in front of Lily but I can’t help it and I stay there, safe in Beth’s arms, until my tears finally subside. When I pull away from her, my face hot and my eyes stinging, I realise that Mark has made himself scarce upstairs. I’m grateful for that, at least.


   Beth asks where things have got to and I explain to her as the doctor explained to me.


   ‘Well, it’s good that there are no internal injuries,’ she says, always searching for the positive in any situation.


   ‘But they don’t know about his brain,’ I counter. ‘He might never regain consciousness.’


   ‘You can’t say that,’ she says. She pulls a strand of my hair off my cheek where it has been stuck by a mixture of tears and snot. ‘They often put the patient in a coma in cases like this whilst they assess the injury. The chances are that the swelling will go down of its own accord. There might not be any permanent damage.’


   I hear what she’s telling me and I know that she’s a nurse and so has a better idea about the way these things work than I do but I am not ready to be told this yet. My head is still catastrophising.


   ‘But he might die!’ I say, not accepting her comforting words.


   ‘Yes,’ she agrees calmly. ‘He might. But he might make a full recovery so why don’t we try to focus on that.’


   She nods at Lily, who is now babbling cheerfully to herself, totally unaware that her daddy is lying in hospital on life support fighting for his life. I pluck her from her high chair and hold her tight to my chest. At first, she struggles against me but then she lets me squeeze her chubby form. The warm, sleepy scent of her downy head makes me want to cry all over again. What if she never gets to know her daddy? What if . . .


   ‘You should go to bed,’ Beth says. ‘You need all the sleep you can get right now. You’re in shock and your body needs to process that before you can be any use to Simeon. I’ll stay here and look after Lily. I’ll have to take her round to my place so that I can walk Samson but that’s no problem. After that we can have a little wander into town, can’t we, Lily?’


   I nod weakly, suddenly totally drained.


   ‘You go and get into bed and try not to worry.’


   ‘But the hospital . . .’ I say.


   ‘If they ring, you’ll wake up,’ she says. ‘I promise.’


   And so I go upstairs. I don’t get undressed. I just fall on our bed as I am and crawl underneath the duvet. And then I fall into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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 BETH

  I hear Cara’s bedroom door close and suck in a huge breath which I then blow out slowly between my teeth. I wasn’t going to say so to Cara but this doesn’t sound good. It doesn’t sound good at all. Serious head injuries are dangerous things and there’s no telling what damage has been done by the impact and might still be being done by the swelling or any bleeds.


   Whilst the friend in me wants to reassure Cara, my professional training tells me that we are very far from out of the woods. Even assuming Simeon comes round, even assuming minimal actual damage to his brain, he is facing a very long and difficult road to recovery. It’s going to be challenging for both of them.


   Shit. Last night we were chatting and laughing and deriding the men gently for being late home for tea and now this. Cara and Simeon’s lives as they have known them might be over forever.


   ‘Beth?’


   The voice makes me jump. I had forgotten that there was anyone else here but there stands Mark. He looks dreadful. He’s still wearing his Lycra jersey and shorts. He must be freezing, poor man. And starving too as he can’t have eaten since lunchtime yesterday.


   ‘Oh, Mark,’ I say. ‘I’m so sorry. You must be in bits. Can I get you some breakfast?’


   He shakes his head.


   ‘I think I should just get off,’ he says. ‘I’m obviously in the way here.’ His eyes track upwards. ‘She thinks it’s all my fault.’


   ‘I’m sure she doesn’t,’ I reply. ‘She’s just upset. And when Simeon wakes up he’ll want you here.’


   He gives me a look that tells me that he’s being as realistic as I am about Simeon’s situation. Who knows how long that might take if it even happens at all?


   ‘But you shouldn’t just rush off,’ I continue. ‘Stay until the end of the weekend at least, like you planned.’


   He shakes his head again. ‘Believe me. Cara doesn’t want me here.’


   His shoulders slump and he rubs at his helmet-head hair with a dirty hand. There’s none of the cockiness, perceived or genuine, of the other night. He too is in shock, I realise. He was witness to a close friend being hit by a car. He had to wait with him for the ambulance, not knowing whether Sim would live or die and powerless to do anything about it. Then he’s been awake all night in the hospital and probably feels that he must take the lion’s share of the blame. The last thing he needs is to get on a train back to London.


   ‘Come back to mine,’ I say. ‘I can look after Lily as well there as here and I have to go and feed my dog anyway. You can have a shower and some breakfast and then we’ll decide what to do.’


   He nods at me gratefully.


   ‘Get your bag and we’ll go.’


   I scribble Cara a note and gather nappies, formula and a change of clothes for Lily. When Mark reappears, his bag slung over his shoulders and his cycle shoes replaced, rather comically, by loafers, I feel almost positive. I am doing something. I am helping.


   We let ourselves out quietly. Easter Saturday is just getting started and the street is buzzing with people and cars but no one takes a second glance at the woman with the pushchair and the man dressed for cycling, except for his shoes.


   We head up the hill towards the moor, although this morning it is shrouded in a heavy grey mist. It occurs to me that Mark might not even know that it’s there, hidden beneath the weather.


   ‘Have you been here before?’ I ask but he shakes his head.


   ‘Never been north of Watford,’ he says.


   I’m about to have a fit but then I see him smirking at me. I tut and roll my eyes.


   ‘Sorry,’ he says sheepishly. ‘Couldn’t resist. I’ve not been to Ilkley before but my mum comes from Preston, so I’ve spent a fair bit of time up north.’


   ‘In Lancashire!’ I object. ‘That doesn’t count. You do realise that this is Yorkshire. I’m not sure I should even let you over my threshold!’


   He laughs at this and for a second or two a little bit of the tension lifts from his features.


   ‘Seriously, though,’ he adds, his grin slipping. ‘Thank you for this, Beth. I’m really grateful.’


   I just smile and shrug. Then the reason why I’m playing knight in shining armour to him suddenly comes back to me and I can’t quite trust myself not to cry.


   ‘God,’ I say angrily. ‘This is all so shit. Why did it have to happen now, just when everything was going so well for Cara? It’s crap.’


   ‘Simeon told me about all that family stuff she had to deal with,’ he says. ‘It must have been tough.’


   ‘It was awful,’ I agree. ‘But she’s a fighter and she pulled herself through. And she can do it again. I just wish she didn’t have to.’


   We reach my cottage. I can hear Samson scrabbling inside as soon as I put my key in the door and the moment it opens he’s there, bouncing up and down and trying to lick our faces. My dog-training skills leave a lot to be desired. Mark doesn’t seem bothered though. He kneels down and fusses Samson’s ears and face affectionately.


   ‘He’s a beauty,’ he says as Samson relishes the attention, his tail wagging ten to the dozen.


   ‘He is,’ I agree. ‘My ex hated him. In the end, it was him or the dog and the dog won!’


   I send Mark upstairs to use the bathroom whilst I feed Samson, give him a comfort break in the garden and warm a bottle for Lily. By the time Mark comes back down, I’ve made coffee and put some breakfast things out. He homes in on them straight away.


   ‘I’m starving,’ he says as he pours himself a large bowl of cereal. ‘We missed dinner.’


   I think of the casserole that Cara and I had shared before any of this had happened. In fact, we were probably just tucking in as the car hit Simeon. This thought brings tears close to the surface but I don’t want to cry in front of Mark. He has enough to deal with as it is. He doesn’t need an emotional stranger to add to his list. But he sees my eyes welling up and he comes over and just wraps his arms around me. It doesn’t feel awkward – the comfort of strangers, I suppose. We stand there for a few moments absorbing each other’s body heat. He smells of my shower gel.


   When we break apart we both slip back into practical mode.


   ‘What do you think I should do?’ he asks me. ‘I don’t want to get in anybody’s way but I don’t want Sim thinking that I just abandoned him and ran back to London.’


   I see his dilemma. Cara isn’t going to want him around her. She needs her space. My cottage is tiny, especially with Lily in it too. Then I see a solution.


   ‘Why don’t you stay here?’ I say, ‘and look after Samson. He’s clearly taken to you. I’ll take Lily back to Cara’s and I can sleep in their spare room and look after her there. How does that sound? It’s a bank holiday weekend so I assume you’re not due back in London until Tuesday.’


   He nods. ‘My train is on Monday afternoon,’ he says.


   ‘Well, that’s perfect then.’


   We swap mobile numbers and I give him Cara’s too, just in case. I tell him where the supermarket is and give him a spare key and then I have a quick shower and change and head back to Cara’s, leaving Mark, a virtual stranger, with the run of my home.
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 CARA

  I jerk awake in a cold sweat. I sense that something is wrong but I can’t quite get a grip on what it is. The house is quiet. Too quiet.


   Lily!


   I sit bolt upright but as I do so I see the empty bed next to where I’ve been lying, the pillow smooth, the sheets cold, and I then remember. Simeon.


   In a panic I fumble for my mobile phone to check for missed calls. There are none.


   I look at the time. It’s ten thirty in the morning. I must only have slept for a few hours but now I’m wide awake. In the street outside I can hear cars coming and going. For most people it’s a perfectly normal Saturday morning. I want to lean out of the window and tell them to stop what they’re doing. Don’t they know that Simeon is fighting for his life in hospital?


   But no news must surely be good news. I recall, with a tiny stab of shame, what I had said to Mark when he made exactly the same point yesterday but dismiss it and focus on Simeon. There can’t have been any change in his condition or they would have rung me.


   I get up and go downstairs even though I know from the silence that I am alone in the house. There’s a note from Beth on the kitchen table.


  Morning, Lovely. Have taken Lily to mine to let Samson out. Am fine to have her all day so don’t worry. Will ring Mrs P and tell her what’s happened. You focus on S.


  Love B xxx


   PS Mark is with me.


  Bloody Mark. Why is he still here? Hasn’t he done enough damage? He should go back to London, where I can’t see him, and never come back.


   But I don’t have the resources to waste on him. I need to concentrate on Simeon. I ring the hospital and they tell me that there has been no change in his condition overnight and that he is due to have another scan shortly. I say that I’ll be there as soon as I can.


   I’m still in yesterday’s clothes, so I shower and change and stuff a few things for both of us into an overnight bag. It’s like we’re going on a little mini-break, and this thought reduces me to floods of desperate tears once again. I am so scared. I’m scared of what will happen to Sim. I’m scared for our life together. I’m scared that Lily will never get to know her wonderful father. All of it fills me with a kind of terror that I’ve never felt before.


   But there is no point falling apart. That will help no one and least of all Simeon. I text Beth that I’m heading back to the hospital and leave the house.


   Back in the hospital nothing has changed. There is a comforting sense of purpose here, ordered but urgent with everyone seeming to know exactly what their job is – except me. They buzz me into the Intensive Care Unit and I wait at the desk whilst they find someone to fill me in on how Simeon is doing. I only realise that I am biting my lip when I taste blood in my mouth. How long can it take to find someone who knows what is going on? My eyes flick up and down the unit as I desperately search for the nurse from the night before but then I realise that she must have gone off duty by now. My heart races faster and faster with each moment that I have to wait.


   Then I see a male nurse is heading towards me. He has a world-weary look about him but his face is kind and he smiles as he approaches.


   ‘Cara?’ he asks.


   I nod, desperate for him to give me information and not to waste any time with trivialities.


   ‘I’m Dan. Simeon has had a good night. He’s still unconscious but he’s had another scan and the swelling in his brain is reducing. We’re keeping a close eye on it but it’s a positive sign. His wrist will need to be set this morning and when he wakes he’ll need morphine for the pain from his collarbone and ribs.’


   ‘He will wake up then?’ I ask, jumping on this idea like a drunk on a bottle of whisky. My voice is low as if even suggesting that he won’t come round is enough to make it real.


   ‘As I say,’ Dan continues, ‘the signs are good. We are going to reduce the drugs this morning to see how he responds. We’ll know much more after that.’


   ‘But you’re hopeful?’ I ask. I’m desperate. I need him to tell me that everything is going to be all right. But Dan is reluctant.


   ‘We’re as positive as we can be at this stage,’ he says cautiously, ‘but there are no guarantees. We’ll know more when we try to bring him round.’


   ‘Can I see him?’ I ask now, realising that he has told me as much as he can.


   Dan smiles. This is something that he can do.


   He leads me into a room a little way up the corridor. There is a man lying in the bed. I know that it must be Simeon but for a moment I can’t bear to look. If I don’t see him then I can still pretend that this is all some terrible nightmare that I’ll wake up from.


   But then I look at my beautiful man lying there, battered and broken. He is barely recognisable both because of the injuries but also because he looks so vulnerable. Where is the Simeon I know, the strong, steady man that makes me laugh every day and keeps me safe from harm? There seems to be no essence of that person in this pale shell.


   I feel myself go light-headed and I sway backwards. Dan is at my side, holding me by the arm.


   ‘Let’s just sit down,’ he says gently. ‘Would you like a glass of water?’


   It’s such a shock seeing him just lying there, with his face a mess of red-raw gashes and rich purple bruises, his body hooked up to tubes and wires.


   The feeling of faintness passes as quickly as it came and I feel a little stupid.


   ‘No, I’m fine, thank you,’ I say to Dan. ‘Sorry.’


   Dan waves his hand in dismissal as if catching fainting loved ones is something he does every day of the week.


   ‘Oh God, Sim. Just look at you,’ I say then. ‘What a bloody mess.’


   ‘He’s not looking his best,’ agrees Dan. ‘You’re going to need to raise your game, Simeon, my lad, if you want to please the ladies again.’


   He talks in a perfectly natural voice, as if Sim is awake and able to respond. It must be part of the treatment, I suppose.


   ‘Can he hear us?’ I ask. I feel like someone in a TV medical drama.


   ‘Probably not,’ admits Dan, ‘but we’re never sure so we like to assume that they can. You should talk to him too. Familiar things help to get the memory to start functioning again.’


   His memory. It hadn’t even occurred to me that his memory might be affected. What if he can’t remember me? Or Lily? Or our life as it was before.


   ‘Will it be damaged, his memory?’ I ask.


   Dan looks at me kindly and prepares to repeat what he’s already said. I get in there first.


   ‘Sorry. You don’t know yet. Sorry. It’s just that I don’t know anything about any of this. I just have so many questions.’


   ‘Which you are completely entitled to ask,’ he says. ‘It’s just that I might not always know the answers.’


   ‘Sorry,’ I apologise again.


   Dan busies himself with charts and observations and I pull a chair up to Simeon’s bed.


   ‘Is this all right?’ I ask Dan as I take Sim’s right hand in mine.


   Dan nods.


   ‘Just be careful with his left-hand side,’ he says. ‘That collarbone is going to be sore.’


   Simeon’s right hand is perfect. It’s not even dirty. If I just focus on this little part of him I can forget about the rest of his battered and broken body just for a moment. I rub my thumb across the palm of his hand and my fingers play with his knuckles.


   ‘It’s me,’ I whisper. ‘I’m here. Everything is fine. Lily is with Beth and we’re all just waiting for you to wake up so if you’d hurry up and get on with it that would be great.’


   My voice cracks as I speak but I swallow and carry on. This is not about me and my feelings. I have to give everything I have to him so that he will wake up.


   And we’ll deal with whatever that brings with it after that. As I sit there stroking his hand and begging him to be okay, the tears drip off my chin and on to the hospital sheets.
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  It feels like an age before anyone comes to talk to me. Dan buzzes in and out carrying out observations and marking his findings on the charts but a lot of the time it’s just me and Simeon and the constant and strangely reassuring beeping of the equipment. I try talking to him, like Dan suggested I should and I start with a run through of everything that has happened since we last spoke but I quickly become self-conscious. My voice sounds over-bright and fake and I soon run out of things to say, lapsing into an uncomfortable silence. I decide that I’ll bring a book to read him instead. Or a newspaper. He loves the news. He loved the news. Tears flood my eyes again and I blink them away.


   I’m not sure I’m strong enough for this. When I stop speaking, the quiet is deafening in my head. I can’t help but play out the various disaster scenarios, all the terrible possibilities that might now lie ahead for the three, or, terrifyingly, just two, of us. Irritatingly, I can’t seem to stop crying, which annoys me. What have I got to cry about? I’m not the one fighting for my life. Yet my own grief washes over me at regular intervals. It makes me feel weak and inadequate and as if I’m no use to Simeon at all.


   By the time the doctor comes, my eyes are red and swollen and I have the beginnings of a headache from the tension and dehydration after losing all those tears. It is the same doctor that I spoke to before. I wonder if she can have been home in the intervening hours but she, unlike me, looks fresh and rested so I assume that she has.


   ‘Good morning,’ she says as she comes in but then her attention is entirely fixed on Simeon. She looks at the charts and the machines and then at him, rolling back his eyelids to examine his eyes with a little torch. I hold my breath as I wait for her to speak and I pray. I am not a religious person but somehow in this moment it feels like the only thing that I can do to help. Then she speaks to me.


   ‘He’s making reasonable progress,’ she says. ‘The swelling in his brain has gone down and as far as we can see there have been no further haemorrhages.’


   No further haemorrhages? Did that mean that there had been some before? What did that mean for Simeon? My head is full of questions but I have to wait to hear what she has to tell me before I say anything. I try to keep my own brain in check and to focus on her words.


   ‘So, this morning we will bring him out of the coma,’ she continues. ‘It may take him some time to wake up. Possibly days or even longer, depending on the depth of the natural coma. He may not wake up at all, but I think that’s unlikely.’


   She gives me a small but warmly reassuring smile which I lock on to like a heat-seeking missile. It isn’t enough but I have learned that there is little point asking questions. Until he’s awake the doctors know no more than they’ve already shared with me.


   And so now, we wait.


   They tell me when they have reduced the barbiturates enough for him to wake up. Dan keeps up a steady stream of conversation as he moves around the room, checking and making notes, peppering his words with Simeon’s name. I try again and I find that once I get into my stride, my self-consciousness evaporates. I chatter on inanely, I have no recollection what about, just stuff about our day-to-day lives together, the things that I took for granted twenty-four hours ago.


   Nothing happens. When I squeeze Simeon’s hand, I get no response. He gives me nothing back. They told me that this could take a while but my panic is starting to take control as more time passes and Simeon remains in whatever dark place he has been hiding.


   I start to get cross with him for not waking up.


   ‘For God’s sake, Sim,’ I hiss at him. ‘You need to wake up. You’re scaring the living daylights out of me. Just do it! Now!’


   But there is nothing. I can feel no spark of connection between us. This hand that I’m squeezing could belong to anyone.


   Dan continues to check his vital signs calmly and efficiently but the atmosphere in the room has altered. The buzz of positivity that was there before has been replaced with an urgent desperation. This isn’t what they were expecting, I can tell.


   ‘Shouldn’t he be awake by now?’ I ask, although I dread the answer.


   ‘There are no rules here, Cara. Simeon isn’t responding quite as quickly as we’d like but that doesn’t mean that he won’t. We just need to be patient.’


   But I can’t be patient any more. I’m done with being patient. I want him back and I want it now. I don’t care how badly injured he is, what problems we may have to face going forward. We will overcome them together, as a team. Right now, though, I just want him to wake up so that I know that I haven’t lost him forever.
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 BETH

  It’s lunchtime. Lily is asleep after gulping down her bottle as if her life depended on it (which I suppose it does.) I have had a couple of texts from Cara but there is no change in Simeon’s condition. My heart is breaking for her but there’s nothing I can do to help other than staying positive and looking after Lily until they get home. I have to keep believing that they will both be coming home.


   I think about poor Mark too, stuck on his own at my place without any news. What a terrible way to spend a weekend. I decide to text him.


  Hi. Beth here. Are you ok?


  A message comes back almost at once.


  Yes, thanks. Any news on Simeon?




  No. Nothing yet. Hungry? Shall we meet up for some lunch?



  Nice idea.


  I look out of the window and peer up at the sky. It’s now cobalt blue with not a single cloud. Despite all the odds being stacked against it, we’re forecast to have a wonderful Easter weekend. This means that town will be rammed with tourists and it will be difficult to get a table anywhere.


  How about a picnic?




  Sounds good.




  Great. I’ll pick you up in an hour.


  I open Cara’s fridge, which is stuffed full of all the lovely food she’d bought for Mark’s visit, and start amassing the wherewithal for a pretty tasty picnic. Then I grab the things I’ll need for Lily, ticking things off on my fingers as I run through the lengthy list. Babies are surprisingly needy, I’ve discovered. We’ll have to go somewhere pushchair friendly but I can’t face the park on a sunny day like this. I decide that the moor will be a better bet and also has the added advantage of being able to show Mark at least some of the countryside around here.


   Lily barely stirs as I lift her from her cot and lay her gently in the pushchair. It’s a doddle, this parenting thing, I think. With everything either stuffed underneath or hanging off the pushchair we set off for my house.


   It feels slightly odd letting myself in, knowing that there is someone else inside – apart from Samson, of course, who is clearly delighted to see me and barks enthusiastically, jumping up against my shins in his excitement. I find his lead so that he can join us on our outing. Lily sleeps on.


   Mark is standing, a little awkwardly, in my sitting room. He is wearing shorts and a tee shirt having clearly taken the weather forecast at its word – he must be a risk taker! Interesting, I think, although not entirely surprising given where Simeon currently is.


   ‘Morning,’ he says. ‘Again.’


   ‘Hi,’ I reply. ‘Did you manage to get any sleep?’


   He looks at me wryly.


   ‘Well, I was asleep but then someone texted me . . .’


   I pull a face that says ‘Oops!’


   ‘God – I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.’


   But he’s shaking his head and smiling.


   ‘I was tossing and turning anyway,’ he says. ‘I just couldn’t seem to get things out of my mind, you know?’


   I do know and I also know that the horrifying image of Simeon being hit by the car is unlikely to leave his mind’s eye for a long time yet, if at all. But I just nod sympathetically.


   ‘I thought we’d head up to the moor,’ I say. ‘It’s a bit of a vertical slope but it’ll be worth it when we get there, I promise you.’


   ‘I’m in your hands,’ he says with a grin.


   A compliant man, I think. Well, there’s a thing I’m not used to.


   We set off. Mark offers to push the laden pushchair and, as I know what’s coming, I let him. We skirt around the edge of town and head upwards. I think about taking a detour to show him Simeon’s bachelor flat in the old maternity hospital but it’s already too warm to make this trip any harder than it needs to be. Maybe we can pass by on the way back down.


   About halfway up, I see droplets of sweat starting to trickle down Mark’s cheek, so I offer to take my turn with the pushchair. He gallantly refuses so I just chatter away and he joins in when he has the breath to.


   Eventually, we reach the path that leads up to White Wells, a whitewashed stone bathhouse nestled into the side of the moor. We can have our picnic there. Any further and the pushchair will get stuck in the bracken.


   ‘That’s where we’re heading,’ I say, pointing up the gravel path to the white cottages above. Mark looks relieved.


   ‘Is that place occupied?’ he asks, his breathing heavy.


   ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘The people who live there manage the café and look after the plunge pool. It must be a bit grim in the winter.’


   ‘There’s a plunge pool?’ he asks, incredulous.


   ‘Don’t get your hopes up. It’s basically a hole in the ground with a hand rail. And the water is freezing all year round. It’s supposed to be good for your circulation but I’ve never been convinced.’


   It’s a bit like a fair when we get there, with people spilling out of the café and traipsing up and down every visible path. It’s going to be a challenge to find a quiet spot but I know that there’s a level-ish bit round the back, so we head for that and find a suitable patch of grass. I pull a couple of beach towels out from under the pushchair.


   ‘I didn’t know where Cara keeps her picnic blankets so we’ll have to make do with these,’ I say.


   ‘They’re great,’ he replies and spreads himself out on the blue one, leaving the pink one for me and Lily. I’m tempted to comment but decide against it.


   I dish out the food. Lily sits in the middle of my towel and I feed her raisins and Marmite sandwiches which I’ve cut into tiny squares for her. Mark is quiet and he gazes across the valley towards the town and beyond.


   ‘What do you think is happening?’ he asks eventually.


   ‘At the hospital?’ I reply. ‘I don’t know. I can text Cara again if you like.’


   He shakes his head. ‘I’d rather not know. At least this way I can still pretend he’s going to be okay.’


   Suddenly, I’m wondering if my picnic was such a great idea. It feels all wrong to be out here having a nice time when Simeon is still in a coma. But then again, we have to eat and this is as good a way to do it as any other.


   ‘Do you want to talk about what happened?’ I ask him. ‘It can help sometimes.’


   He opens his mouth to speak but then seems to think better of it. I suppose he’s not ready to go there yet – it’s been less than twenty-four hours since the accident – but I hope he feels he could talk to me about it when the time comes.


   We watch the people beetling about below us and I pass Lily her drinking cup, which she hurls across the mat, starting a little game of sorts. She giggles each time I give it her back.


   ‘By rights, it should have been me that the car hit,’ Mark says then, as if no time has passed since I last spoke.


   I turn to look at him, not quite sure where he’s going with this.


   ‘It was an accident,’ I say. ‘There are no rights.’ Then a horrible thought crosses my mind. ‘It was an accident, wasn’t it?’ I have visions of some terrible dare that went wrong but Mark is nodding.


   ‘Yes, of course,’ he says. ‘But it was his turn to save my life.’


   Now I’m confused.


   ‘What do you mean?’ I ask.


   He rubs his hand across his scalp in that way that men do. I can see that he’s trying to decide what to tell me.


   ‘We’ve been here before, Sim and me. With him in a coma and me waiting for him to wake up. Last time it was when we were at uni.’


   I’m intrigued. This isn’t a story I’ve heard before. ‘What happened?’ I ask.


   ‘We were out for a drink,’ he says, ‘mucking about, you know how young men do. There was a canal in the middle of the town. Now it’s all done up with bars and swanky flats but back then it wasn’t much more than a stretch of stagnant water. There was this pipe running across it with bars and spikes sticking out to stop you climbing up. Anyway, we were walking home and Sim bet me that I couldn’t get across it.’


   I shake my head at him.


   ‘What is it with men and dares?’ I ask him and he shrugs.


   ‘We can’t help it. It’s hardwired into us. Anyway, I set off across the pipe. It wasn’t easy and I’d been in the pub all night so my balance was a bit iffy but I managed to get past the spikes by hanging out over the canal with my arse almost touching the water and I made it. So, now I’m on one side of the canal and Sim’s on the other. There was a bridge a couple of hundred yards upstream but Sim had to show that he could do it too. Instead of trying the way I’d done it, he went over the top of the spikes but he got the leg of his jeans caught and that made him overbalance. He fell head first into the water, smashing his skull on the pipe on the way down. He sank like a stone.’


   My hand shoots up to my mouth. My sudden movement makes Lily start and her little face crumples. Quickly, I hand her a piece of chopped apple to gnaw on and she seems happy. It’s so easy to be small.


   ‘So, what did you do?’ I ask.


   He shrugs. ‘Well, what could I do? I went in after him. The water was bloody freezing and the visibility was crap. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face and I had no idea where he was. So, I had to keep surfacing and then diving back down. I was feeling my way along the bottom of the canal trying to find a bit of him to grab hold of.’


   I grimace, thinking of all the terrible diseases that are caught from stagnant water.


   ‘Honestly, it was a nightmare. The more I dived the more the silt in the bottom was disturbed and the water got so murky that there was no point even having my eyes open. Anyway, after what felt like forever, I finally touched some clothing. I had to assume it was him, so I pulled it up. I couldn’t touch the canal bottom with my feet, so I had to swim with him to the edge and then kind of roll him up and out.’


   ‘They taught us how to do that for our Gold Survival badge at school,’ I said.


   ‘Bit different in real life,’ he said grimly. ‘I was frozen and knackered and trying to keep my mouth shut so I didn’t swallow the water. Anyway, eventually I got him on to the bank. He was still breathing but I couldn’t wake him up. So, I called an ambulance. It took two days for him to come round. I thought he was a goner, I really did.’


   I can see the colour draining from his face. It’s as if someone has turned on a tap. For a moment, I think he might actually faint but then he gathers himself.


   ‘So, you see, it was his turn to save my life, not the other way round.’ He gives me a little smile, like this is all immaterial anyway because we are where we are.


   I don’t quite know what to say to him, so I don’t say anything. It must be hard enough to see your friend unconscious once . . . but twice?


   ‘Someone once told me,’ he continues, ‘that if you save a life then you’re responsible for it. It’s a Chinese thing apparently.’


   ‘I thought it was the other way round,’ I say. ‘You saved his life and now he owes you.’


   Mark picks up a mini pork pie, examines and then takes a bite out of it decisively.


   ‘Well, whichever it is, it’s not working out that well for me,’ he says, rolling his eyes. ‘Either I’ve failed in my duty to look after the life I’ve saved or the person that is supposed to be looking out for me is very careless!’


   His mouth turns down in a ‘what can you do?’ kind of expression that morphs into a crooked smile but, despite his attempts to keep the mood light, it’s obvious that he’s really worried.


   ‘I’m sure he’ll be okay,’ I say to try to comfort him but he just raises an eyebrow at me.


   ‘You’re a nurse. You can’t go round making false promises like that.’


   He’s right, of course. ‘I know. I’m just trying to make you feel better. And I’m off-duty. How about another pie instead?’


   I hand him the packet and he helps himself.


   ‘So how about you and Cara,’ he asks. ‘You’ve been friends forever. You must have got into some scrapes.’


   ‘Nothing like that,’ I laugh. ‘We were good girls and it was always hard for Cara to step out of line. Her dad kept her on a pretty short leash. There was this one time that we decided to run away. We packed our bags and raided our Post Office accounts and everything but just as we were getting on the train to Leeds, Cara’s brother turned up and talked her out of it. They were really close – still are, I suppose. I wasn’t that bothered. I didn’t really have anything to run away from but I think Ca regretted not going afterwards. She was always searching for something. Until she met Simeon, that is.’


   Then my phone buzzes and I leap on it. There’s a new text from Cara.


   He’s awake, it says.
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 CARA

  His eyes flicker first but I miss it because I have my head in the crook of his arm and my own eyes closed. I am matching my breathing with his, deep and regular. It is comfortingly familiar and if I forget where we are I can almost pretend that we’re at home in bed. If it weren’t for the relentless beeping of the equipment, that is. So, when his eyelids first show signs of life, I don’t see it.


   ‘There we go,’ says Dan over the top of me. ‘That’s it, Simeon. Let’s have you awake now.’


   Instantly alert, I sit up and stare at Simeon. It’s true. His eyelids are flickering. I squeeze his hand tightly in mine, as if I can somehow transfer my waking energy to him. And then he’s there, his blue eyes blinking and uncertain but most definitely open.


   ‘Simeon,’ I say. ‘Oh, thank God. I’ve been so scared . . .’


   But Dan moves in, gently shifting me out of the way so that he can get closer to his patient.


   ‘Hey, Simeon, mate,’ he says. ‘My name’s Dan. Do you know where you are?’


   Simeon’s eyes flick around the room, taking in the tubes that attach him to the equipment and I see concern in them but he doesn’t speak.


   ‘Okay, Simeon,’ says Dan, ‘That’s fine. Don’t worry.’


   He picks up Simeon’s hand and pinches the tip of his finger between his nails. Simeon responds by pulling away his arm. It’s not a big movement but apparently it’s enough.


   ‘Sorry, Simeon,’ Dan says. ‘Inflicting pain is all part of the service round here.’


   Simeon’s eyes close again and he seems to have slipped away from us again. Dan is making notes on the chart.


   ‘So?’ I ask anxiously. ‘How’s he doing? Tell me what you think.’


   Dan moves his head from side to side, like he’s weighing it all up.


   ‘Well, we’re definitely moving in the right direction,’ he says. ‘But I need to go and report to the doctor. You stay with him and keep talking to him. If he wakes up again and is at all disorientated or distressed, then ring the buzzer.’


   I nod and take Simeon’s hand back into mine.


   ‘I’ve been so worried,’ I say as Dan sweeps out of the room. ‘I’ve missed you so much. I love you, Sim. Thank God you’re back. And now you can start getting better.’


   But as I say this I realise that it’s far from certain that this is going to happen. I’m not sure what I was expecting when he woke up. I hadn’t really looked beyond that, all my attention being focused on him coming out of the coma, but it starts to dawn on me exactly how long a journey we have ahead of us. I haven’t let myself consider the myriad of disaster scenarios that might be awaiting us but now I gingerly let them enter my consciousness. What if he never speaks again, or doesn’t know who I am? What if he spends the rest of his life in an institution? And then, selfishly, I wonder where that will leave me and Lily? I push these thoughts away. They are unworthy and unhelpful and yet . . .


   I feel a tiny pressure on my hand and I look up. His eyes are still closed but I can see the muscles in his forearm tensing. The pressure comes again, harder this time. I squeeze back.


   ‘I’m here, baby,’ I say. ‘I’m right here.’


   And then he opens his eyes again and this time there is a smile. He doesn’t speak, he can barely move but something in his expression tells me that he knows exactly who I am.


   ‘It’s me, Cara. I’m here.’


   Again, the tiny smile, a mere flickering of his lips and then his eyes close again. But it’s enough. We will be all right. I banish the thoughts of a moment ago. He needs me and I’ll be there. We will get through this together. I have no idea how but we will.
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  Simeon doesn’t wake again that day. I doze in the chair in his room, but I’m never really asleep as the nurses come in every thirty minutes to check on him. Each time they appear my nerves go into overdrive. I long for good news, something positive to replace the gnawing sense of dread that I now have in the pit of my stomach, but there doesn’t appear to be any change in his condition, or nothing that they are prepared to share with me.


   Beth texts me with regular updates about Lily. She’s fine and the new tooth is through. I can’t believe that I missed this huge milestone in our daughter’s life and I ache at not being able to see her. I’m totally torn between her and Simeon. Both of them need me but how can I be in two places at once? But despite this, I’m reluctant to let Beth bring her into the hospital. I worry that seeing her daddy in bits like this might scar her in a way that we don’t understand, that it would be storing up some trauma for her later. I have no idea if this is a real danger but my instincts are screaming at me to protect her from the worst of it for as long as possible. Even though hearing her little voice might be good for Simeon, help him to piece things together, I’m reluctant to make it happen.


   The doctor says that anything familiar might be helpful in getting Simeon to come round. Beth managed to get a message to his parents on their cruise but it’ll be at least another day before they can get to an airport. The only other person I can think of is Mark.


   Mark. I’ve tried to eradicate him from my memory banks because the mere thought of him makes me so angry that I’m almost shaking, and giving off that kind of vibe can’t be good for Sim. He’s still skulking around apparently. Beth has put him up at hers, which is good because I can’t bear the idea of him being in our house, sleeping in our spare bed. I tell her to send him back to London but she refuses.


   ‘I think you’re being a bit hard on him,’ she says to me in one of our many phone conversations. ‘He’s so worried about Simeon . . .’


   ‘I’ll bet he bloody is,’ I mutter under my breath. She ignores me.


   ‘He really wants to come to the hospital again but he doesn’t want to do anything that will upset you.’


   ‘Well, he should have thought of that before he took my husband out drinking and then let him ride home,’ I say.


   Beth’s voice is gentle but her tone is firm.


   ‘You’re being unfair,’ she says. ‘Simeon’s not a child. He can make his own decisions. It’s not like Mark forced him to get on that bike.’


   ‘Didn’t he?’ I ask spikily, but I suppose in my heart I know she’s right. I can’t quite let it go, though. ‘But if Mark hadn’t encouraged him to go to the pub . . .’ I trail off. I know I’m being unreasonable. ‘I suppose he could come. It would give me a chance to see Lily for a bit.’


   ‘How about I bring them both tomorrow? It will need to be morning because Mark’s train is in the afternoon.’


   I sense that there’s something else she wants to say.


   ‘And then I’m back at work on Tuesday,’ she adds, ‘and so . . .’


   Bless Beth. She’s been brilliant but I need to make some proper arrangements for Lily.


   ‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I’ll ask Angie. I’m sure she can help. And hopefully Sim will be much better by then. He might even be home.’


   But as I hear the words, they sound hollow. I can’t imagine him ever being well enough to leave here but I’m trying not to think about that.


   


  Easter Monday dawns . . . early. Every day starts early in hospital. The lady with the tea trolley pops her head round the door and asks me if I’d like anything. I’m sure she only comes in here for the families, bless her. It’s not like the patients will be drinking her wares any time soon. I accept a cup of milky tea. I seem to be existing solely on that and KitKats from the vending machine.


   Not long after that, Simeon wakes for a second time. My heart is racing as I see his eyelids flicker and then open wide. This time he seems less lost. When the nurse, no longer Dan but the one who was here when we first arrived, does the Glasgow Coma Scale tests on him he seems to score quite a bit better. He knows he’s in hospital for a start, although he still has no idea why, and he swears when the pain is inflicted to the end of his finger, although to be honest it’s more the impression of a swear word than an intelligible one.


   I find that I’m hanging back as the nurse runs through the tests. I’m scared. I reason that if I don’t speak to him then he has no chance of not remembering who I am and I can continue to assume that he will know me as soon as he sees my face. But once that spell is broken, I can’t go back. In that moment, I will know the full extent of what lies ahead for us; for me.


   ‘And do you know who this is?’ I hear the nurse say. It sounds mildly patronising but maybe that’s going to be par for the course for a while. I step forward and try to smile but my mouth is so dry that my lips stick to my teeth.


   ‘Hi, baby,’ I say as I get close enough for him to see me.


   ‘Cara,’ he says, and my knees buckle beneath me.


   He knows me.


   He knows who I am, and suddenly it doesn’t matter how slow his recovery is. If we are together then we will come through this. God, I sound like one of those terrible women’s magazines but it’s true nonetheless. This I can cope with, the physical damage. It feels like I can get a grip on it somehow, can see how we will move through it. If I were to lose who he is, or was, then that would be too difficult. I’ve been through that once already with Dad. I’m not sure I can do it again. But it’s all right. He knows me. He knows who I am. His brain is safe.


   I am right by his side now. I touch his cheek with my fingers and they graze against his stubble, dark and longer than usual as he hasn’t shaved for three days now. He reaches out his left hand to touch me and then grimaces. It must hurt his ribs or his collarbone to raise his arm like that. He looks at the plaster cast on his wrist, confused as if he doesn’t quite recognise it as his own.


   ‘Try not to move,’ the nurse says. ‘Now that you’re awake we need to get your shoulder strapped up. You can have some painkillers too once we’ve finished all the tests.’


   ‘What happened?’ he asks. His voice doesn’t sound right. It’s slurred, as if he’s at the end of a big night out.


   ‘You came off your bike,’ I say. There is clearly far more to it than that but I don’t want to traumatise him, so I don’t mention the car.


   He frowns, trying to make sense of what I’ve said, but he shakes his head.


   ‘I can’t remember,’ he says, his words all blurring into one another like water in a stream.


   ‘It’s quite normal for the brain to blank out an accident,’ says the nurse. ‘It’s the shock. Do you remember anything from earlier that day?’


   Simeon bites his lip as he thinks but then he shakes his head, a minute action against the white pillow.


   ‘Don’t worry,’ says the nurse. ‘You may find that you start to remember bits and pieces over the next few days. Do you know which year this is?’


   Simeon thinks. Then he looks at me, his eyes wide in panic.


   ‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I don’t know what year it is.’ He starts to get distressed then and the equipment beeps as his heart rate rises. ‘Ca,’ he says, ‘I don’t know what year it is.’ He snatches for my hand with his good one and squeezes it so tightly that my bones crunch against one another. I resist the urge to pull it out of his grasp.


   ‘Don’t worry,’ I say gently. ‘Your head took one hell of a bump. It’s going to take a bit of time for it to recover.’


   ‘What happened to me?’ he asks again.


   ‘You were in an accident,’ I say again. ‘You came off your bike. But it’s going to be okay.’


   I try to sound reassuring but I’m not sure that I succeed.


   ‘And you’re here,’ he says and he smiles at me.


   ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m here.’


   He seems to relax into the pillow and the beeping returns to the normal steady pattern that I’ve become accustomed to.


   Then he says, ‘What happened to me?’
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  ‘Shit!’


   ‘Are you okay?’ asks Simeon.


   ‘Yep,’ I reply tightly. ‘I just stubbed my toe. It’s nothing.’


   For a moment the pain overwhelms me and I catch my breath as I wait for the worst of it to pass. I sink on to the edge of the bed and rub my foot gingerly. My eyes fill with tears but that’s not entirely to do with the pain. This is the third time today that I’ve bruised a part of my anatomy on Simeon’s bed and I’m running out of resources to deal with the constant impediments to my everyday life. It’s my own fault. The bed has been in our sitting room for six weeks now, ever since he was discharged from hospital. You would think that I’d be used to it and could negotiate my way around its unforgiving and inconvenient corners but it appears not. There just isn’t the room to have a bed in our living space.


   But we have no choice. The only way that the hospital would release Simeon into my care rather than to a rehabilitation centre was if he had a bed on the ground floor, and slam bang in the middle of our sitting room is the only place it will fit. It’s a nightmare though. The sofa is pushed up as close to the wall as it will go and you can’t see the television because the bed is stuck in between the two. There is no room for Lily’s play mat except on the bed and then I have the ever-constant fear that she will crawl off the edge. I’d bought her one of those walker things but it turns out that it was a waste of money because the only place she can use it is in our narrow hallway, the kitchen being out of bounds for obvious reasons. By the time the bed has gone she’ll probably have grown out of it.


   Of course, I mustn’t grumble. My little lot really isn’t that terrible and Simeon feels bad enough about all the problems his accident has caused us as it is. I don’t need to pile any more guilt on his shoulders, real or imagined.


   But secretly, I can’t help it. Sometimes I’m so resentful of how what happened at Easter has impacted on my life. I know I shouldn’t attach blame – it was just an accident – but absolutely none of it was my fault. I didn’t even suggest the stupid bike ride in the first place. Every time I start to think like this, though, I feel so ashamed. It’s unforgiveable of me and the idea that I could even begin to be angry with Sim brings with it guilt like you’d never believe, especially when I see how much he is struggling with recovery.


   I check myself. I hate it when I get like this. Resentful and bitter. I know it’s not the real me talking and that I’m only like this because I’m on my knees with exhaustion and in great pain from the encounter with the bedstead. It makes me feel guilty that I could even have thoughts like this and yet there they are, skulking around in the dark parts of my mind like sneak thieves. Or even out in the open thumbing their noses at me like they are doing right now.


   I’m doing my best to make things run smoothly, though. I’d be lying if I said it was easy, but we’re holding on. Just about. I work from home so I have no boss to appease and Mrs P is helping out whenever she can, fitting us in around her own job. I’d like to pay her to work for us full time like she did when Dad was ill but there just isn’t the money for that.


   Then there are all his appointments. Neurologist, physiotherapist, occupational therapist, GP, the list goes on and on. Someone has to get him to all of those. I do my best and Beth helps with Lily when she can but I feel like I am being pulled so tight that the slightest bit of extra tension will be all it takes for me to snap.


   I’ve had to stop taking on any new work. I should be running into my busiest time, with brides thinking about their dresses for this time next year but I just have no spare capacity. I hate turning people away, especially when I’ve been recommended, but what can I do? This is my life now.


   Things are starting to get easier, though, they really are. After Simeon first woke up he had no control over most of his body. He had to be manhandled, quite literally as I just wasn’t strong enough, into a wheelchair for his daily sessions in the pool and then in the gym with the hospital physios. And gradually, he relearned how to walk, step by agonising step.


   And I was there, encouraging him, trying to preserve his dignity when he dissolved into tears of frustration at what he saw as his own ineptitude, letting him shout and scream at me about the injustice of it all until he was hoarse. I have been a pillar of strength apparently. Everyone tells me how marvellous I am, and how well I’m coping, and how Simeon is so lucky to have me. But I’m bone-tired with it all and deep inside I feel like a fraud because of all the bad feeling I’m secretly harbouring. I try to keep smiling, though. No one wants to hear how I’m doing, not really.


   And there is good news. Simeon is improving a little bit every day. He can walk with sticks now and his balance is much better, although not good enough to be trusted on the stairs, hence the bed in the middle of our living space. I sometimes wonder if he knows that I’m reaching the end of my tether – he must surely have noticed – but I think he is pretty close to the end of his as well.


   ‘You should take more care,’ he says as I rub at my foot. ‘We don’t need two crocks in the house.’


   He doesn’t say this in a kind way. He rarely says anything kind to me these days.


   ‘Yes. Sorry,’ I reply, my jaw clenched tightly so that I don’t let what I really think escape. ‘I might give Beth a ring,’ I say, ‘and ask her if she fancies meeting up for a quick coffee later. Would you be all right on your own for an hour or two?’


   ‘I’m not a cripple,’ he spits at me.


   I take a deep breath before I reply.


   ‘Of course not. I was just checking. I can stay here if you’d rather.’


   ‘No, you go. Enjoy yourself.’


   He says this as if he really means the total opposite.


   ‘Right, I’ll ring Beth,’ I say, ignoring his tone. ‘I’ll take Lily with me.’


   ‘I can look after my own daughter,’ he says but we both know that he can’t.


  


  An hour later I’m sitting in Beth’s kitchen. It’s easier to stay at her house when Lily is with me than to risk a café and have my baby perform the screaming ab dabs when she can’t get out of the high chair. Unsurprisingly, given my mood, the coffee quickly morphs into wine. It’s not a good idea because I still have tea to make and Lily to bathe and Simeon to get into bed but, frankly, I don’t care. And Beth can see how wretched I’m feeling. In fact, I imagine that my desperation is obvious to anyone who takes the trouble to look.


   ‘I feel like such a shitty person,’ I tell her. ‘Which fiancée resents caring for her loved one? What does that even make me? A monster, that’s what. It’s a good job we didn’t get as far as the wedding. “In sickness and in health”? That’s a good one. Like I could take a vow like that, knowing how crap I am now, before we’re even married.’


   Beth sighs and pushes my hair away from where it has fallen in front of my face so she can look right into my eyes.


   ‘You are doing a brilliant job,’ she says. ‘Anyone would find what you’re facing super-hard to deal with. And it’s only natural that it’s grinding you down. Caring for someone twenty-four seven is exhausting.’


   She’s a nurse so she knows what she’s talking about and totally understands that part of it. But, really, the physical caring for Simeon is the least of my worries. It must show on my face.


   ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ she asks.


   I feel my bottom lip start to tremble.


   ‘What is it?’ she asks. There is so much compassion in her voice that that makes me cry on its own. I hate it if she’s nice to me just when I’m trying to hold it together. I always crumble.


   I want to tell her. I want it out of my head but I am so mortified by my feelings that the shame stays my tongue for a moment.


   ‘The thing is,’ I begin after a long pause. ‘The thing is, well, I love Simeon. You know how much I love him, don’t you?’


   She nods enthusiastically. ‘Of course I do. Anyone can see that.’


   ‘But when I pictured our life together, our future, it was with the old Simeon. The one that could dress himself and didn’t need me to take him to the loo. The question I keep asking myself is: do I love him enough to spend the rest of my life with him if this is how it’s going to be?’


   I suddenly feel sick. The words are spoken. There’s no taking them back. I have revealed my darkest secret to Beth and now I am entirely at her mercy, vulnerable beyond any point that I am comfortable with. And yet it feels good to have said it out loud. A burden slips from my shoulders like melting snow from a roof top.


   ‘Do you hate me?’ I ask her.


   There is an ominous pause.


   Maybe she does actually hate me now. It must have been too much, being quite so very honest. Beth is Simeon’s friend too. What did I expect her to do with guardianship of my hideous, unthinkable thoughts? I have put her in an impossible position. How can she possibly move on from here? I have ruined everything. My friendship with her, my relationship with Sim, my business, my life. It’s all in tatters around me.


   ‘No,’ she says finally, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘Of course I don’t hate you. You are my best friend. You are going to have to try a whole lot harder than that to shake me off. And I’m not even surprised that you’re thinking like that. In fact, I’d be surprised if you weren’t. This isn’t what you signed up for, Ca.’


   I shake my head, relief flooding over me.


   ‘I don’t want to leave him,’ I add, desperate that she doesn’t misinterpret what I’m saying. ‘I love him. It’s just that I’ve had these thoughts and I don’t know what to do with them.’


   Beth tips her head to one side like she’s talking to a child, which is pretty much how I feel.


   ‘You don’t have to do anything with them,’ she says. Her tone is soft and reassuring. ‘You can think them and talk about them and acknowledge their place in your head. The worst thing you could possibly do is to bury them. Do you need time to yourself? Should I arrange for Angie to move in for a while? Or you and Lily could come and stay here for a couple of days and I’ll look after Sim at your place?’


   The thought of deserting Simeon immediately fills me with panic and as this is my gut response to her suggestions, I draw some comfort from it.


   ‘No!’ I say. ‘No. He needs me. I can’t abandon him, even for a few days. I wouldn’t do it to him. It would destroy him.’


   Beth nods. ‘Well, that’s clear!’ she says. ‘So, for now, are you able to carry on as you are?’


   ‘Yes,’ I whisper.


   ‘Then that’s what we’ll do. You keep going and whenever it gets too hard you can come and talk to me and we’ll fix it. We can take each week as it comes.’


   ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Thanks, Beth.’


   She comes and hugs me and then Lily, who has been sitting on the rug in front of us, puts her arms up into the air to be picked up and we all squish into one big embrace.


   When we pull apart though I look at Beth again.


   ‘Now what?’ she says in mock impatience.


   ‘There’s something else,’ I say.


   She looks at me patiently. I take a deep breath.


   ‘We need to cancel the wedding.’
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 BETH

  I’m worried about Cara. More worried than usual, I mean. It’s good that she’s got me to talk to and I don’t blame her for questioning whether she can truly cope with life with Simeon as he is and might always be. I’d be more worried if she hadn’t had thoughts like that. But if she’s not careful she’s going to let this terrible guilt that she’s carrying consume her entirely.


   Ever since we were little girls with our hair in pigtails Cara has been a deep thinker. If there was a way of approaching something that involved feeling guilty about it then she would find it. I suspect a lot of the blame for that can be laid at her father’s feet. Whether intentionally or not, he placed an unbearable burden on the shoulders of his children and neither of them has made it into adulthood unscathed by that. And then finding out about her mum hasn’t helped. I know she’s worried that what happened there was somehow her fault. Even though we’ve talked it through until we are hoarse, I’m sure she’s still carrying guilt about that too.


   But then she met Simeon and her outlook changed. It’s as if he turned the colour up on her world, made things more vivid and less shadowy for her. And Lily is the icing on the cake. They both adore her. Anyone can see that.


   That’s why this whole situation is so unfair. It’s like something has come along and stomped all over Cara’s new green shoots, trampling them back into the mud. I worry just how many times she can keep bouncing back.


   I say the same to Mark. We’ve kept in touch, the two of us. Cara would kill me if she knew but someone had to tell him how Simeon is doing, and I’m certain that she wouldn’t. I know that she wasn’t keen on him when they met but they would have got over that if the Easter weekend had panned out the way everyone planned. As it is, she seems to have taken that initial dislike and allowed it to grow into something dark and forbidding, totally out of proportion with her original misgivings about him.


   I once mentioned Mark to her in passing, just trying to build some bridges between the pair of them. I honestly could not believe the way she reacted to the mere sound of his name. It was totally irrational. She became like a woman possessed, swearing and cursing about him and how much he was to blame for where she now finds herself. I bet his ears were on fire. It’s as if she’s taken all her fear, frustration and anger and dumped it on poor Mark. She must know that it makes no sense but it seems to be a coping mechanism of sorts for her.


   I haven’t told Mark how bad it’s got. He’s offered to come up more than once to visit Simeon but I keep putting him off with feeble excuses. I’m sure he doesn’t believe me but hopefully he has no inkling just how much Cara blames him for everything that’s happened. I was hoping that the wedding would give her the chance to get to know him properly so that she could let it all go but now that isn’t going to happen either.


   ‘I think they are going to postpone the wedding,’ I tell Mark when I ring him with my update on Simeon’s condition. ‘Cara wants to wait until Sim is stronger.’


   I hear Mark sigh.


   ‘That’s a shame,’ he says. ‘But if they think it’s the right thing to do . . .’


   ‘Well, he’s still using his sticks,’ I say, wincing as I speak. I might have made out that Simeon’s recovery was slightly more advanced than it actually is. I don’t want Mark feeling guilty too. ‘We can’t have them missing out on their first dance.’


   I try to make my voice light but from the silence at the other end of the phone I’m not sure that Mark is fooled.


   ‘And you’re sure it wouldn’t help if I came up,’ he asks yet again.


   ‘Maybe next month,’ I reply and hope that my lies don’t come back to bite me.
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 CARA

  I’ve been putting this discussion off for weeks. It’s been creeping up on me, week by week. Every time I see the calendar hanging in the kitchen with the big red heart drawn around Saturday 25th July I feel sick. To start with, the wedding felt so far away that there was no point worrying about it. I’d just assumed that Simeon would be better by then, either completely or certainly enough to walk me up the aisle (not that we were planning on having an aisle but you know what I mean).


   But as the weeks have dragged on it’s become more and more apparent that he won’t be ready. At this rate, he’ll still be walking with his sticks and even though we haven’t discussed it, I know that he’d hate that. Everyone’s eyes on his faltering progress and all those wafts of sympathy, for him, for us, them all thinking what a shame it is and how it could all have been so different if only . . .


   I have to make it clear that this isn’t my own, terrible and recently confessed, thoughts that are fuelling these doubts. This is nothing to do with how I feel about where we are and entirely to do with Simeon’s health and the practicalities.


   The problem I face now, though, is that we’ve never discussed this, never even mooted the mere possibility of needing to postpone (or cancel?) the wedding. In the early days after the accident the wedding felt like an incentive, something for us to aim for in terms of Simeon’s recovery, but now it feels like a mocking signpost of how very far we still have to go.


   I think the main reason that I’ve never brought up the possibility of changing the date with Simeon is the fear of how he might react if I did. He has enough on his plate as it is and I don’t want to make things any worse for him. But as the weeks tick on and the wedding gets closer and closer, I know that I can’t avoid the subject any longer.


   In practical terms, postponing the wedding isn’t that big a deal. It’s not as if we’ve done much organising already. Beth had found a fabulous restaurant with a marriage licence which was available on the day we wanted and so she got them to pencil us in. I’d messaged Michael and Marianne and told them to tell Mum and keep the weekend free and I’d sent a postcard to Simeon’s parents with a picture of the venue on it and a long string of exclamation marks next to the date. I’d meant to tell Ursula and Skyler, my aunt and cousin who live in San Francisco, but I hadn’t got round to it and then there had been the accident at Easter and contacting them suddenly wasn’t a priority. I hadn’t even thought about making my dress and the rest of what normally happens at a wedding was never even on the cards for our quiet, low-key affair.


   If we are going to postpone, though, I need to tell the venue sooner rather than later. It’s only fair.


   But first I need to talk to Simeon.


   His days follow a distinct pattern. When he wakes up he’s usually relatively positive. He can see the tiny, incremental improvements that he’s making day by day and often points them out to me.


   ‘I stood to clean my teeth without my sticks this morning,’ he’ll tell me proudly, or ‘I poured my own orange juice and I didn’t spill a drop! Go me!’


   As the day wears on, though, and his pain increases and his energy levels diminish then so does his mood so that by teatime he’s often morose and monosyllabic.


   I decide that breakfast will be the best moment for the conversation. He seems quite upbeat today. He even whistles to himself as he moves slowly around the kitchen. I’m so reluctant to spoil it but this has to be done.


   ‘Sim?’ I start.


   ‘Yep. Do we have any more Shreddies or did Lils break them all into tiny pieces and crush them into the carpet again?’ He turns to smile at me and a little part of my heart breaks. How could I ever have said those awful things to Beth? I cannot contemplate any kind of life that doesn’t have him in it.


   ‘We need to talk about the wedding.’


   ‘We do. It’s next month, isn’t it?’


   ‘In four weeks, yes.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I think we should postpone it.’


   I don’t offer any explanation. My reasoning must surely be self-explanatory.


   He doesn’t turn around but I can tell from how stiff his spine becomes that he doesn’t like the idea.


   ‘Oh?’ he says.


   There is a pause that I feel obliged to fill.


   ‘It’s just that I want it to be a perfect day and . . .’


   ‘So you’re saying it can’t be perfect because I’m broken. Are you worried that my sticks will spoil the photos?’


   There’s such a nastiness to his tone. It’s not him speaking, I know. It’s the months of pain and rehab and the frustration and fear all rolled into one. But it’s still me on the receiving end.


   ‘Don’t be silly,’ I say as lightly as I can and hoping that I don’t sound patronising. ‘It’s not that. It’s just that it’ll be a long day and it might be hard for you . . .’


   ‘Oh, yes. Poor old Simeon. He can’t actually manage to stay on his feet for more than an hour without falling asleep. I can see how that might be a tad inconvenient at a wedding. His own wedding, in fact.’


   ‘Oh, don’t be like that,’ I say. I try to put my hand on his chest but he shrugs me off.


   ‘I can’t believe you, Ca,’ he continues. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this. In fact, it’s the only thing that’s been getting me out of bed in the morning and now you want to cancel it.’


   I don’t believe that he has been looking forward to it. He hasn’t mentioned it once and he must have known that it was never going to be as we planned.


   ‘Not cancel,’ I say. ‘Postpone, that’s all. Just until the autumn when things are a little bit easier.’


   He’s quiet for a moment and I think he’s running through the pros and cons in his head but then he says, ‘You never wanted to get married in the first place. You must be relieved. I conveniently nearly die and that gives you a great way to wriggle out of what you didn’t want to get into anyway.’


   ‘That’s not true!’ I say indignantly.


   ‘Isn’t it?’ he asks, his expression dark as thunder clouds.


   I open my mouth to object but what would be the point. I need to wait for him to calm down, for the idea to process a little so that we can discuss it properly. But, of course, he’s partly right. When he proposed on Christmas Day, I didn’t jump at it like he might have expected. I had my doubts and of course he saw that, but I’d been happy with our life the way it was. If I’m totally honest, I only really agreed to go ahead because it was what he wanted.


   But since then I’ve had chance to think about it and now I can truthfully say that I do want to marry him. He’s won me round with his quirky sense of humour and his ridiculous sticky-up hair and his loyal, fierce love for me and Lily. Or at least he had until the accident. And then we’ve gone full circle, back to the dreadful doubts that I talked to Beth about.


   ‘You probably want to move out too,’ he says and for a moment I panic that he can see straight into my head and read my every thought.


   ‘Of course I don’t,’ I say, probably too defensively. ‘You’re over-reacting. I just think that it would be better if we re-fixed for later in the year. Lily might be walking by then too. She could be our flower girl.’


   This is actually one of my genuine regrets of a summer wedding. I would love to see our little princess dancing up the aisle with us, throwing flower petals all over everyone.


   Poor Simeon can no longer storm off anywhere but I can tell from his body language that every part of him is doing precisely that, except his legs.


   ‘You do what you like, Cara. I couldn’t care less.’


   ‘But, Sim . . .’ I say but he just puts his hand up between us, his palm to my face. It feels like the highest wall in the world.
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  Simeon doesn’t get out of bed the next day. When Lily and I arrive downstairs, her tousle-haired and sweet-smelling and me sleep-deprived, instead of encountering him cheerily trying to negotiate the kettle and his walking sticks, there is a Simeon-shaped lump under the duvet. To begin with I think he must be still asleep and tiptoe round the bed but I can tell from his breathing that he’s awake.


   ‘Morning,’ I say in my best sing-song voice.


   Nothing.


   ‘Morning, Daddy,’ I say in my best baby-girl voice.


   Still nothing.


   Then I start to worry. I sit Lily in the middle of the bed away from the edge and touch Simeon gently on his shoulder.


   ‘Sim? Are you okay? Are you in pain? Can I get you anything?’


   ‘I’m fine,’ comes his muffled voice.


   I shrug. I can’t make him come out if he doesn’t want to.


   ‘I’m making a cuppa. Do you want one?’


   ‘No.’


   Okay, I think, if he’s going to sulk then that’s up to him. I put Lily in her high chair and make up her bottle whilst the kettle boils. I could ask him if he wants a drink again but why should I? He’s more than capable of making his own, albeit slowly.


   He is still under the covers when we pass by the sitting room on our way to go and get dressed. I just leave him to it.


   I spend the morning in my workshop on the top floor of the house with Lily playing happily in her playpen alongside me but when I go downstairs to make some lunch he still isn’t up. Now I’m starting to worry. I sit on the edge of the bed and run my hand gently across what I imagine to be his head.


   ‘Come on, Sim,’ I say. ‘What’s this all about?’


   Actually, I have a pretty good idea so rather than waiting for him to explain his doldrums I leap straight in.


   ‘I’m sorry about the wedding but I really think it’s for the best. And we can rearrange it as soon as you’re feeling more yourself.’


   Carefully I start to peel back the duvet. I half expect him to snatch it back like a child but instead he lets me move it away from his head and shoulders. He is just staring at nothing. He looks as if his world has come to an end.


   ‘What’s the matter?’ I ask him gently. ‘This isn’t like you.’


   Nothing.


   I’m getting worried now.


   ‘Please talk to me, Simeon. Is there something wrong? Do I need to call an ambulance?’


   ‘No,’ he says. His voice is oddly flat but I can tell that he’s not ill.


   ‘What is it then?’ I ask again. I’m on the verge of becoming irritated with him now. I have enough to deal with without negotiating his moods on top.


   ‘I don’t know why you stay,’ he says bluntly. He still won’t look at me. ‘You’re a beautiful, talented young woman with your whole life ahead of you. Why would you want to be saddled with someone like me? I can’t walk. I can’t remember stuff from one day to the next. I can’t read or follow a TV show. I can’t even get washed without help. I’m nothing but a burden. I think we should split up. I’m going to ring Mum and Dad today and see if I can go and live with them.’


   At once I can tell that this isn’t just the run-of-the-mill self-pity that we’ve had on and off over the months since the accident. Something in him has shifted. He makes no effort to sit up or even look at me as he speaks and his voice sounds as if he might dissolve into tears at any moment. I change tack. I ditch my gentle tone and adopt something far more forthright to support my words.


   ‘Simeon Blake. That is the biggest load of bollocks I’ve ever heard.’


   ‘Is it?’ he asks. He sounds totally defeated.


   ‘Is this about the wedding?’ I ask.


   He doesn’t reply.


   ‘Just because I think we should postpone the wedding doesn’t mean that I don’t want to marry you,’ I say. ‘I just think we should concentrate on getting you better first.’


   ‘But what if I don’t get better?’ he asks. ‘What if this is as good as it’s going to get?’


   ‘The doctors say . . .’


   ‘The doctors know jack shit.’ The sudden anger in his voice is so fierce that it makes me flinch. ‘It’s been months now and there’s no real improvement. I’m stuck here, day in day out. I can’t work. I can’t even climb my own bloody stairs. It’s completely crap and I’m sick of it. Well, I can’t do it anymore. I give up. This is how my life is now and I want to do it on my own. It’s too painful having you and Lily around, reminding me what I’ve lost.’


   My eyes glaze over with tears but I blink them back. I don’t want to make this about my pain.


   ‘How long have you been feeling like this?’ I ask.


   He shrugs and looks down at the duvet so he doesn’t have to meet my eye.


   ‘That’s not the real you talking,’ I continue. ‘It’s the drugs, PTSD, your emotional state. Of course it’s going to alter how you look at everything. But it will pass. You’ll find your joie de vivre again. I know you will. We just have to give it time.’


   I don’t know what to say to him but I’m pretty certain that this is the wrong thing. He just shakes his head.


   ‘What’s the point?’ he asks. ‘What’s the point of any of it?’


   Then he turns his head to the wall and the conversation is over.
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  I am out of my depth here. I can see Simeon sinking but I can’t seem to pull him back up. It’s like watching a car crash in slow motion. I’m desperate to do something, anything, that will change what is inevitably going to happen but all I can do is sit and wait for the impact. And I can’t bear it. It’s occurred to me that this has happened since I had that over-honest conversation with Beth and my guilt that this is all somehow my fault creeps into every thought I have. It feels like I am the catalyst of this latest plunge into still darker waters. I should have kept my thoughts tightly sealed away where they belong and then all of this could have been prevented.


   I decide to talk to the closest thing that I have to a mother, Angie, Mrs P. We have the conversation in our bedroom where there is no danger of being overheard because Simeon can’t climb the stairs and so is effectively trapped downstairs. This in itself feels like a terrible betrayal.


   ‘It’s like he’s given up, Angie,’ I whisper. ‘He’s so deep in the dark that he can’t see the light anymore. I don’t know what to do to help him and I’m not sure he’d let me even if I did.’


   Angie smiles at me, her expression a mixture of sympathy and knowing. Seeing it makes me feel slightly less desperate.


   ‘It’s not his fault and it’s not yours either,’ she reassures me. ‘This is just part of the process. What we need to do is catch it before he sinks any lower.’


   ‘But how?’ I ask. ‘I’ve tried everything I can think of and he says he won’t even consider anti-depressants because then he’ll just have to wean himself off those on top of everything else. I’ve tried to tell him that there’s no shame in them but he’s being so stubborn. Nothing I say seems to get through to him.’


   She looks thoughtful for a moment.


   ‘Maybe that’s part of the problem,’ she says.


   ‘How do you mean?’ I ask.


   ‘Perhaps it’s all too intense, just the two of you here day after day. And he’s not going to share his darkest thoughts with you, is he? He’ll be trying to shield you from all that. But he has to do something with it all and so he’s internalising it.’


   I think about this. She might be right. Apart from his parents, who visit when they can, he has refused to let anyone else come to see him. Some internal pride won’t let him show himself to the world as he is now, so his friends and colleagues have been pushed away. That leaves just me dealing with it all.


   And now he seems to have reached a crisis.


   ‘So, what do you suggest?’ I ask her.


   ‘Is there anyone else who he might be prepared to open up to?’


   I go through our meagre list of friends and draw a blank.


   ‘What about his friend from university,’ she suggests. ‘Mark, was it? The one who is going to be his best man.’


   At the sound of Mark’s name my body jolts. I actually jerk forward, an involuntary physical response to the mention of him. I can almost feel my blood run hot in my veins. Over my dead body is that man ever setting foot in my house again. If it hadn’t been for him and his ridiculous pseudo-macho ideas none of this would ever have happened. It is entirely his fault that the man I love is lying in a bed in our sitting room unable to carry out the simplest of tasks and that I am no longer a few weeks away from the most important day of my life (although even I had to admit that this last part was a little disingenuous given my initial response to Simeon’s proposal).


   But this isn’t about me and my anger. This is about what Simeon needs. What Angie says makes perfect sense. He must need someone to talk to and that can’t be me because of the guilt that I know he’s harbouring, albeit misplaced, over the effect that his injuries are having on my life. Whatever my feelings towards Mark, I have to put them to one side for the greater good.


   Angie must see my dilemma. Her eyes narrow a little as she asks me, ‘What’s wrong with him?’


   ‘You mean other than the fact that this whole tragic mess is his fault?’ I say.


   She sighs and shakes her head at me sadly.


   ‘Oh, Cara,’ she says. ‘It looks to me as if Simeon isn’t the only one with irrational issues that they’re failing to deal with. This was an accident. A horrible accident. It’s nobody’s fault.’


   I harrumph at her but I know that she’s right about getting Mark here to talk to Sim.


   ‘He can’t stay here, though,’ I say, defending the last part of my anger like the Black Knight in Monty Python’s Holy Grail. ‘I’ll ask Beth.’


   ‘Good girl,’ replies Angie simply.


    


  ‘Of course I’ll put him up,’ says Beth when I ask her. ‘He’s great company.’ Then, as she must have seen my expression change, she adds, ‘You really have to get over this, Ca. It wasn’t Mark’s fault.’


   ‘How do you know?’ I snap at her. ‘Were you there? There is no way that Sim would have been drunk on a bike if it hadn’t been for that man egging him on.’


   She looks as if she’s about to say something but then changes her mind and I, for once, have the sense to drop it before the pair of us fall out.


   ‘But I can see that it would be good for Sim to have someone to talk to about how he’s feeling. Have you got Mark’s number from before? Can you arrange it? If I ask Sim, he’ll only say that he doesn’t want him to come and see him as he is. It’s better if we just sort it out without telling him. That way, Sim will have to talk to him.’


   Beth says she has the number and so it’s arranged that Mark will come and stay with her in a few weeks’ time as he has a free weekend. It only occurs to me later that he must have kept his diary clear that weekend because he would have been Simeon’s best man.
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  It doesn’t matter what I do. I can’t seem to pull Simeon round from the depths of his depression. I try everything I can think of – being extra nice to him, cooking his favourite foods, renting his favourite films so that we can snuggle up in his bed and watch them together. None of it works. I know that this is no way to deal with clinical depression but I think in my heart I’m hoping that we haven’t reached that point yet and that if I’m clever I can head it off at the pass before we do.


   But it’s starting to feel as if I can’t.


   We do talk but it feels like he is never entirely with me and if I mention our future plans he closes down entirely. I am out of my depth and I know it.


   But on the positive side, his physical condition is improving. His balance is returning and his short-term memory is definitely much better. Then we have some really good news. The physios finally give him the green light for the stairs and so we can get rid of the bed in the sitting room.


   The first time I see the room again without the bed dominating the space it looks massive, like a room cleared for a party.


   ‘Who knew this room was so big?’ I laugh, delighted to have at least some normality restored.


   ‘Yeah,’ says Simeon. ‘It’s nice to have some space back,’ but he says this like he’s commenting on whether there’s milk in the fridge.


   We’ve been focusing on this day as being a real turning point in his recovery since he first came home from hospital but now that it’s finally here, he seems to be shooting for something else. It’s like the crock of gold at the end of the rainbow which, when you finally get there, is always in the next field along.


   I twirl in the middle of the space with my arms out and Lily, who is walking now, tries to copy me but topples over sitting down hard on her nappy. We both laugh with delight at this new game and then she starts again, twirling and toppling, over and over. Simeon smiles at her fondly but there’s a sadness at the corners of his mouth and in his eyes which never seems to leave him these days. I wonder if I’ll ever see him smile properly again.


   As per the plan, I don’t tell him that Mark is coming. I worry that if I tell him he will forbid the visit. However, I do ask Beth to warn Mark about how Simeon is.


   ‘Tell him that he mustn’t look shocked when he sees him,’ I urge. ‘If Sim sees any hint of pity in his eyes then it will be game over before we’ve even started.’


   Beth nods. She understands.


   Sometimes it’s hard to find the old Simeon in the man that I see now. He has shrunk from the months of inaction, the muscles in his upper body wasted so that he no longer fills his tee shirts with eye-pleasing ripples and curves. His dark hair has flecks of grey in it; not much but it wasn’t there before the accident. The main change, though, is to his aura, the energy that he gives out. Whereas before he was vivacious and outgoing, now he is reserved and reticent as if he would rather just fade into the background of the room than start a party in it. I’ve seen these changes come over him gradually over the last few months but I know that for Mark, going from one version of Simeon to the other, it will be hard to absorb.


   Knowing that Mark is coming makes my stomach knot. I have to admit that I haven’t even tried to work on all the negative feelings that I still have about him. I suppose that it’s suited me to have him loitering in the recesses of my mind where I can load all blame squarely on his shoulders. I have made him my scapegoat and it’s hard to see how he will ever be anything else for me.


   But I have to see him, make an effort for Simeon’s sake if nothing else. He is going to be Sim’s best man and it seems that they are still close. Going by something Beth said, I think he and Sim have been texting each other since the accident, although Sim clearly thinks it wiser not to mention that to me.


   When the doorbell rings to announce his arrival, I pause for a moment to take a deep breath and pack my unruly emotions away. Simeon is in the sitting room watching the cricket, clearly not expecting whoever is at the door to be anything to do with him. I go to open it.


   Mark is standing on the doorstep. He looks like Simeon used to, fit, healthy, young. It is so galling. I set my jaw to prevent any of my anger leaking out of me.


   ‘Hello, Cara,’ he says. His arms are folded tight across his chest and taps his bicep with his thumb nervously.


   ‘Hi,’ I say shortly. ‘Come in.’


   He follows me into the hall and it takes every drop of my willpower not to tell him what I’m thinking. The last time I saw him was in the hospital, when I screamed at him, shock, horror and fear firing my every word straight into his heart like arrows. I am, at least, calmer now and I have to remember that this is about Simeon and not me. Mark is here to help and I have to at least let him try.


   ‘Simeon,’ I call. ‘There’s someone here to see you.’


   I know that we can get to Simeon faster than he can stand, find his balance and walk the few short steps to where we are so I nod at the sitting room door and let Mark go in ahead of me.


   ‘Mate!’ I hear him say as he steps in. ‘Look at you! You look fantastic! How are you doing?’


   ‘Bloody hell,’ I hear Simeon say. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’


   I hang back, not wanting to spoil their reunion.


   ‘I’ve come to check you out,’ Mark says and, to give him his due, there is no hint of shock or pity in his voice. Beth must have briefed him well. ‘How’s it going?’ he adds, and there’s a sincerity to his voice that doesn’t sit well with the version of him that I carry in my head.


   Simeon shrugs.


   ‘It’s shit,’ he says simply.


   ‘How are the legs?’ asks Mark.


   ‘Working,’ replies Sim. ‘Just about.’


   ‘Right then!’ says Mark with a grin. ‘Pub?’


   My mouth falls open. I’m about to tell them how Simeon cannot possibly go to the pub, how this is a totally ridiculous suggestion and that Mark clearly has no idea how far Simeon still has to go before he is back to how he was . . . but then I check myself. Isn’t this precisely why we’ve summoned Mark to help, to try to rekindle something of the old Simeon? I bite my tongue.


   ‘That’s a bloody brilliant idea,’ says Simeon. ‘Ca, will you give us a lift?’


   I fix my smile.


   ‘Of course,’ I say.


   And so, I drive them the five hundred metres to the pub and leave them there to do whatever it is that men do when they’re on their own. I hope it’s enough.
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 BETH

  It’s so strange being at Cara and Simeon’s place again. It’s like the three months since the four of us were last here never happened, except for the spectre of the accident, of course, which hangs over us like Banquo’s ghost, a fifth presence at our table.


   Simeon seems lighter with Mark here, almost back to his old self in spirit at least and Mark is clearly making an enormous effort to keep the mood light, cracking poor taste jokes about the legless which Simeon seems to find hilarious. I can see that Cara is struggling with the joviality of the evening but, to give her her due, she is doing her best not to bring the mood down. The pub seems to have gone well, although Mark tells me that they only had a pint each. In my professional capacity, I try to think what medication Simeon must be on but conclude that whatever it is can’t have done any harm.


   And anyway, it wasn’t about the beer. It was about what a trip to the pub represented: friendship and a nod at the life that the two of them have shared and which we are all aiming at. Simeon had lost sight of that but I’m hoping that this is something that can start to remind him of where he is heading.


   Simeon and Mark have taken to recounting tales of their university days. Simeon’s short-term memory is still a little unreliable and he has a tendency to repeat himself when he’s tired but these old stories are solidly stuck in his mind.


   ‘Do you remember the canal?’ asks Simeon of Mark.


   I know this one but from her face it appears that Cara doesn’t. Mark drops his eyes and looks at his plate.


   ‘Oh, that’s water under the bridge, mate,’ he says and Simeon laughs.


   ‘Oh, very good,’ says Simeon, grinning at Mark’s pun. ‘That was the first time this git saved my life,’ Simeon adds as he slices his knife through a potato.


   Cara looks first horrified and then intrigued.


   ‘Oh, shut up,’ says Mark bashfully. ‘It was nothing really.’


   ‘What was?’ asks Cara.


   Simeon is waiting for Mark to speak but Mark clearly isn’t going to so I leap in to tell the tale.


   ‘Sim dared Mark to cross a canal via this old pipe thing. Mark did it but when Simeon tried, he slipped, cracked his head and fell into the water. Mark had to dive down to pull him out. If he hadn’t, Simeon would have drowned. That’s right, isn’t it?’ I finish, turning to Mark for confirmation that I have all the salient points.


   ‘Er, yes. That’s about it,’ he says. He is clearly not wanting to take any credit and looks as if he’d rather we weren’t talking about this at all.


   Cara looks at me, frowning with confusion.


   ‘How come you know that and I don’t?’ she asks me.


   I nod at Mark and smile.


   ‘He told me.’


   Cara turns to Simeon. ‘And you didn’t!’ She’s grinning at him in her outrage and I realise that it’s been a long time since I saw her smile properly.


   Simeon rolls his eyes heavenward.


   ‘Well,’ he says, ‘it hardly casts me in the greatest of lights. Not only am I stupid enough to suggest it in the first place but then I cock it up, nearly die and have to be rescued by my best mate. It’s not the kind of story you tell a girl you’re trying to impress.’


   Cara’s eyes flick from one man to the other as if she doesn’t quite know what to say. Through her silence I think I see something change, a switch being thrown in her mind. Her face creases in thought for a second and then she smiles again.


   ‘I thought this,’ she gestures at Simeon’s broken body, ‘was all his fault . . .’


   She points a finger at Mark and he seems to shrink a little in his chair. I reach under the table and put a hand on his leg to reassure him that everything is okay. I’m surprised and then a little thrilled when he puts his hand on top of mine.


   ‘. . . but it turns out you, Simeon Blake, are an even bigger idiot than I’d realised. What kind of moron tries to cross a canal?’ She’s laughing now and I feel Mark relax a little.


   ‘When drunk,’ I pipe up.


   ‘When drunk,’ she adds, ‘and just because his mate dares him.’


   I watch as Cara unfurls. It’s like she is allowing herself to re-evaluate things. This story, which happened long before she even knew Simeon, isn’t tainted by the accident. It was just one of those ridiculous things that boys do for fun, but hearing it seems to let her lift the veil of blame and anger and see the essence of Mark and Simeon’s friendship. She is finally starting to understand what Sim and I both know already; that Mark would do anything for his friend.


   ‘Actually,’ I say. ‘Mark didn’t do the daring. That was Sim.’


   Simeon nods sheepishly.


   ‘Guilty as charged,’ he says with a beaming grin.


   Mark speaks now but his expression is earnest, as if what he has to say is of vital importance.


   ‘Do you remember the ducks, Sim?’ he asks.


   Cara and I exchange looks, wondering what tale of high jinks we are going to be treated to now. Simeon is looking blank, his forehead furrowed as he searches his damaged memory banks for something deeply buried. Mark speaks again.


   ‘The mother and her ducklings,’ he prompts. ‘In the road?’


   Simeon still looks blank but then you can see the memory returning to him as if a light has been shone on something dark, revealing it for the very first time. There are tears in his eyes and I wonder what Mark has touched on.


   ‘Oh my God, yes,’ says Simeon slowly, his eyes focused on the ceiling as he tries to piece it together. ‘We came round that corner and they were all there in the middle of the road. They were tiny, weren’t they? They could only have been a day old. And there were loads of them.’


   ‘Nine,’ says Mark simply.


   Simeon lets out a rush of air in a regretful laugh.


   ‘The mother was trying to get them over the road to the river but they were so little that they kept wandering off.’


   I look at Mark and there are tears on his cheeks.


   ‘And so you got off your bike,’ he continues, ‘to get them to follow her . . .’


   ‘And the car came,’ finishes Cara.


   The silence is palpable.


   Mark nods and wipes away the tears with the back of his hand.
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 CARA

  I feel like such a bitch. For all these months I have carried this hatred in my heart. I have blamed Mark for everything that happened to Simeon, to both of us. I screamed at him in the hospital corridor and put everything firmly at his door. And he just let me. He took the blame and at no point did he try to set me straight or shift the focus from himself. He had just battened down the hatches and let me let rip into him so that I had somewhere to put my hurt.


   And all along he was totally blameless. Simeon had been in the middle of the road trying to save some ducklings. They weren’t drunk. It was just a twist of fate, a case of bad timing. A total accident.


   I look at Mark. He is wiping his cheek with the back of his hand. Beth puts an arm round his shoulder and I see him shudder and then take a huge breath. Then he looks up and our eyes meet and I can see how very badly I have misjudged him simply from the look he gives me. There is no anger in it, no resentment, just relief.


   ‘Why didn’t you say something?’ I ask him.


   He shrugs. ‘You had enough to deal with. You just needed someone to blame and I was there. I assumed that the truth would come out eventually. I just had to wait until the time was right to tell you.’


   ‘But what if that time had never come?’ I say. ‘What if Simeon never remembered? Would you have shouldered the blame forever?’


   He raises his eyebrows. ‘I guess so,’ he says.


   I am stunned.


   And then something else occurs to me.


   ‘I thought you were the one who was leading Simeon astray,’ I continue. ‘And now I learn that actually it was usually the other way around.’


   ‘You should have known that,’ pipes up Simeon. ‘I’m hardly an angel.’


   But I didn’t know that. I’ve never really thought about Simeon except when he’s with me. Obviously, I knew that he had a life before but somehow his stories had got lost when pitched against mine. I had never seen him dare a friend to do something stupid. In fact, I’d seen nothing approaching laddish behaviour from him in all the time I’d known him. But it was there, had been there all the time. He was just a normal bloke after all.


   I feel a lump rising in my throat and I think for one terrible moment that I might be sick.


   ‘Oh God,’ I say. ‘I feel like such an idiot. I’ve had it all so very wrong.’


   ‘It doesn’t matter,’ says Mark quietly.


   But it does matter. It matters very much indeed.


   ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m so very, very sorry.’


   Mark shakes his head. ‘Really,’ he says. ‘There’s no need.’


   I struggle to take it in, to reform what I thought I knew into something totally different and gradually, gradually, it starts to make sense.


   ‘Ducklings,’ I say then, like I can hardly believe that such a thing exists.


AUTUMN
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 CARA

  Today is a huge day.


   We drop Lily off at nursery and then make the familiar trip to the hospital to visit the neurologist. She is the last professional that we are still seeing. We’ve got to know her pretty well over the last six months. I almost feel like she’s a friend, although I assume all her patients feel much the same as she is so good at putting us at our ease.


   Simeon has had the usual range of tests and we are waiting in her office for the update, sitting side by side in front of her desk like people waiting to hear about a mortgage application. She is perusing the file, looking at the familiar scan results and the pages of medical terms, some of which I understand now.


   I reach out and take Simeon’s hand in mine and he gives it a little squeeze. I can tell that he’s anxious from the way he’s breathing, shallow and quick. It feels very much like waiting for exam results.


   After what seems like an age, she looks up and pushes her glasses up on top of her blonde hair.


   ‘Well, this is all very encouraging, Simeon,’ she says. ‘The progress you’ve made over the last couple of months has been exceptional. You’ve clearly been working hard.’


   Simeon shrugs and I am hit by a wave of pride. He has been working hard. It started in the summer when Mark came and pulled him out of whichever dark place he had been sinking into. I suppose my shift in attitude might have contributed too but I don’t like to think too hard about the impact that my misplaced anger might have had on Sim’s recovery.


   Whatever it was that made the difference, he has been digging deeper than I ever thought possible. It was like he just decided to get better, overnight. Not that the improvements have come as quickly as that, but I can trace them back to that night in our kitchen. I owe Mark, and not just for that.


   ‘So, I think,’ the doctor continues, ‘that we can move you on to six-monthly checks. You will continue to see improvements in memory and fine motor skills but the bulk of the work is done.’


   Simeon lets out a long, slow breath and I squeeze his hand again.


   ‘Are you signing me off?’ he asks. I see him catch the inside of his lip between his teeth and he looks at her anxiously.


   ‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘I rather think I am.’


   ‘Can I go back to work?’ he asks her.


   She looks thoughtful.


   ‘What is it you do?’ she asks.


   ‘I’m a teacher,’ he says. He loves his job. Not being able to go to school has been one of the hardest parts of the last six months.


   ‘Then why don’t you tell them that you’ll be back after Christmas?’ she says.


    


  We might have gone out to celebrate but we are suddenly both exhausted, drained by the news but also by the strain of the darkness that has enveloped us since Easter finally lifting from our shoulders. We decide to go home.


   The clocks have changed and the sky is dark by the time we get back even though it’s not yet time to collect Lily from nursery. I usher us in and pull the curtains against the night. Then I light a fire in the grate and make us both a cup of tea. We sit on the sofa, mugs held in curled fingers, me with my legs underneath me and Simeon’s stretched out long. It feels just like it always did. Before.


   ‘Congratulations,’ I say.


   Simeon looks at me, his head cocked to one side.


   ‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’


   ‘Yes, you could. I’m so proud of you. You are amazing.’


   We sit in companionable silence for a while, each with our own thoughts. We finish our tea and I put the mugs on the floor at our feet. Simeon reaches for the remote control.


   ‘Sim?’ I say.


   ‘Yeah,’ he replies, flicking the television on.


   I take the remote from him and turn it off again. Then I spin round in my seat so that I can look straight at him.


   ‘Will you marry me?’ I say quietly.


   He gazes at me as if I am the most precious jewel in all the world and in that moment I can’t believe how lucky I am to have found him.


   ‘Yes,’ he says simply.


   And then we hold each other for a very long time.
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 BETH

  I love being chief bridesmaid.


   I’ve bought myself a brand-new notebook. It’s cream and it says Wedding Planner across the front in pearly pink lettering. I suspect it’s actually intended for the bride-to-be but I don’t mind. I was one of those once and this time I’m much happier to be planning someone else’s nuptials. I even think, for one mad moment, that I could give up nursing and become a wedding planner. But really, I couldn’t – all those bridezillas would drive me potty.


   There’s not much time for planning, though. Already the lights are up in town and the shop windows are filled with Christmas trees and sparkle. Everywhere I go the old festive favourites are ringing out and even though it still feels a bit early, I can’t help but sing along with Band Aid and Wizzard. I even change the ring tone on my phone to ‘Jingle Bells’.


   I always think that there is something special about a wedding at Christmas. There’s so much excitement built into December already with people preparing to let their hair down and have fun. A wedding just adds to it all. Even the ‘bah humbug’ crowd can’t help but get caught up in it.


   Of course, I’ve been here before with a wedding at Christmas but to be honest, I’m so delighted for Cara and Sim that after I’ve shed a few private tears for my own loss I push Greg and our staged nuptials out of my mind. This one is going to be completely different.


   My first job is to secure the venue. When we first started planning the wedding, before the accident, Cara had wanted low-key and quirky so I’d found a remote restaurant in the Yorkshire Dales which sits in the shadow of a ruined medieval hunting lodge and tower. It even had its own renovated chapel. As I pick up the phone, every fibre of my being is hoping that it’s available.


   The woman who answers the phone remembers us. I suppose it’s not every wedding that gets cancelled because the groom has a life-threatening accident just down the road. She sounds genuinely delighted that it’s finally going to go ahead.


   ‘When were you thinking?’ she asks me.


   ‘Christmas?’ I say, my face screwed up and my fingers tightly crossed.


   There’s a pause whilst she checks the diary. I hear the pages turning.


   ‘It’s just that it’s very short notice,’ she says doubtfully.


   ‘It doesn’t have to be Christmas Eve or anything,’ I say helpfully. ‘Although that would be wonderful,’ I chance, because it really would. I’m not expecting them to have much availability at such short notice but if anyone deserves a break it’s Cara and Simeon.


   ‘Well . . .’ she says, ‘we don’t normally open on Christmas Eve but if I can persuade the staff to work an extra shift then I could offer you the afternoon. Seeing as this is such a special case.’


   I could kiss her.


   ‘That would be perfect,’ I say. ‘It’s not going to be a big do. Less than fifty and we won’t have a complicated menu if that helps.’


   She laughs down the phone.


   ‘I’ll see what I can do. Leave it with me. You’ll need to contact the registrar too,’ she adds.


   Damn. Just when it was all going so swimmingly.


   ‘But, actually,’ the woman continues, ‘she’s a dear friend of mine. I’ll give her a ring and explain. When I tell her how special this wedding is, I’m sure she’ll be happy to help.’


   She rings back an hour later and we have our venue. I do a little happy dance around my kitchen and Samson joins in, barking and bouncing around my ankles.


   Next, the guests. I go to town to find some invitations. There isn’t time to get anything printed and anyway Cara and Simeon don’t want lots of fuss. I’m in the stationer’s looking at what they have ready to use when a stand of postcards catches my eye. They are all shots of Ilkley and the Yorkshire Dales. I’ve never noticed them before and to be honest, I’m surprised that they still sell them. Who sends postcards in these days of texts and WhatsApp?


   Then I have an idea. They would make perfect invitations for the wedding. I grab a selection of shots of the Cow and Calf Rocks and Ilkley Moor which I buy, together with a lovely pen that writes in metallic gold. I mean, who can resist metallic gold pens?


   When I show Cara, though, she doesn’t seem entirely sold on the idea.


   ‘I was thinking of something a little bit more traditional,’ she says doubtfully as she picks a card up and turns it over in her hand.


   ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but don’t you think that they might be a nice nod to your past? I mean, if you hadn’t found those postcards in your dad’s attic just think how different your life would be now.’


   Cara nods slowly as she thinks about what I’m saying.


   ‘Obviously, it’s up to you,’ I continue, ‘but I just thought that for your family, who know what went on, it might make something as mundane as the invitation feel more special. And for the people that don’t know about your past, well, they’ll just think it’s a nice quirky touch.’


   ‘Yes,’ she says after another moment of consideration. ‘I think that’s a lovely idea. Thanks, Beth.’


   I feel my cheeks warm a little. Isn’t it wonderful to be appreciated?


   ‘How’s the dress coming along?’ I ask.


   I know this is something that’s been hanging over Cara since she first accepted Simeon’s proposal. I can only imagine the pressure on a wedding dress designer when it comes to designing her own dress.


   ‘It’s nearly finished,’ she says. ‘But I need to ask you something about yours. How would you feel about wearing Christmas red?’


   Her tone is cautious and I can tell by her hesitance that she’s worried about upsetting me. After all, I’d wanted a red theme for my own ill-fated Christmas wedding but was talked out of it by my domineering fiancé who thought red was tacky.


   ‘Cara,’ I say, looking straight at her. ‘My dearest friend. As you know, I totally adore red and if you said my dress was going to be any other colour I would be horribly disappointed.’


   I see relief flush over her face.


   ‘Come and see mine!’ she says and grabs my hand to drag me upstairs to her studio.


   She has clearly been working like a demon. The basis of the dress is already on her tailor’s dummy and it’s stunning. It’s so elegant, fashioned in a buttery ivory silk and constructed of eight simple panels each trailing down from a boned corset with a sweetheart neckline. It is sleeveless and the edge of the neckline and the hem of the dress are both finished with a band of crimson satin. I walk round to view the back and I draw my breath in in delight. The lacing panel of the corset and two of the panels that run down the back of the dress are also made of the red fabric. The whole thing is absolutely stunning and totally perfect for a Christmas wedding.


   ‘What do you think?’ Cara asks me anxiously. ‘It’s not too much, is it?’


   ‘It’s beautiful,’ I reply simply.


   ‘I’m going to do beadwork on the bodice and down the red panels. Time is very short but I’ll do what I can. And then I thought I’d put you and Lily in the red too. What do you think?’


   ‘I think it’s perfect,’ I say. ‘Truly perfect.’


   She blushes.


   ‘Thanks,’ she says quietly.


   ‘Now, isn’t this the part when I check that you’re doing the right thing and suggest that your intended might not be quite the right man for you?’ I say.


   She stretches her mouth into a grimace, no doubt remembering when she asked me that very question.


   ‘I’ve always felt bad about doing that,’ she says. ‘But I had to ask. Sorry.’


   ‘No need to be sorry,’ I reply. ‘You were right. Marrying Greg was a mistake. I should have read the signs as well as you did. I’m pretty certain that you’re not falling into the same trap.’


   ‘Me too,’ she says. ‘Sim is perfect.’


   I pull a face.


   ‘Not perfect,’ I say. ‘But not far off.’


CHRISTMAS
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 CARA

  It’s our wedding day. Unsurprisingly, we have decided to abandon tradition and both stayed here last night. I’ve stopped believing in luck, good or bad. I reckon you make your own.


   I open the curtains and it isn’t snowing so that’s good. It isn’t sunny either. A heavy mantle of cloud sits above us, gunmetal grey, like a protective shield against the sky above, but for once I don’t mind. You can’t expect much more from Yorkshire in winter.


   My dress hangs on the bedroom door and as I slip into it I feel myself transforming into the bride of my dreams. So many of my clients have described this moment to me and I’ve always thought there was a whiff of poetic licence about it but now, when it’s my turn, I discover that it’s true. Wedding dresses really do have magical powers.


   I wish Dad were here to see me. For all the heartache that he caused, I still miss him. It would have been lovely to have him walk me down the aisle. But then again, if he had been here then Mum probably wouldn’t have come and maybe not Michael either. I decide that we are where we are and that it’s probably for the best.


   When I’m ready, I go downstairs to find Simeon pacing in the kitchen. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is that he can pace. There were times when we thought he might never do that again. He turns to look at me when I come in, my dress trailing behind me. My stomach is full of butterflies.


   ‘Do I look all right?’ I ask.


   ‘You’ll do,’ he says with a wink.


   He looks so handsome in his suit with the red bow tie and a single red rose in his lapel. Beth said it should be a white one for a Yorkshire wedding but as neither of us is from Yorkshire originally, I ignore her.


   ‘You look beautiful,’ he says. ‘I love you so much, Cara Ferensby.’ He looks serious for a moment. ‘You’ve been magnificent over this last year, you know. I could never have got through it without you.’


   A part of me flinches when I think how badly I dealt with the accident and the aftermath but I have to let it go. It’s all forgotten now.


   ‘I’m so proud of you too, Sim,’ I say and he raises his eyebrows in a shucks kind of way.


   ‘Then it’s official,’ he replies. ‘We are an amazing couple and we are going to continue being amazing together until the day we die.’


   And he’s right. If this last year has taught me nothing else, I now know how much I love him and how I couldn’t survive without him. I almost had to and I never, ever want to go there again.


   He reaches out to gather me into his arms but I pull away sharply and for a second he looks worried.


   ‘That is completely true and I feel exactly the same way,’ I say, ‘but if you hug me now, you’ll crease the dress!’


   Simeon, Lily and I are flaunting yet more traditions by travelling to the venue together, with Beth and Mark following behind in Mark’s car. Lily is beside herself with excitement and keeps staring at her reflection in the mirror and lifting up the layers of tulle under her dress to show us the frilly knickers that cover her nappy. I’m not sure how well she will manage with her flower girl duties. I suspect that all the petals will be delivered in one little pile somewhere but I know Beth will do her best to help.


   And so we are married in the beautiful chapel of a twelfth-century hunting lodge on the edge of the Yorkshire Dales in front of all the people that love us. Mrs P is in the front row wearing a very smart but rather incongruous navy-blue hat. My brother Michael and his family bring our mother who now lives not far from them in London. I feel a twinge of guilt when I see my nieces Zara and Esmé, who would have made perfect bridesmaids too, but this is not that kind of wedding. I have everything I need in Beth and Lily.


   As I walk into the chapel, I see the fiery hair of my cousin Skyler in the second row and next to her my formidable Aunt Ursula who have made the trip from San Francisco. They will stay with Michael for Christmas so Simeon and I will be able to spend some time with them before we head off on our honeymoon. Skyler gives me a massive thumbs up sign as I walk past her and it makes me laugh, despite my nerves.


   I glide up the aisle with Beth on one side and Lily holding my hand on the other. I can hear murmurs of appreciation as I walk past our guests and Ursula mutters something to Skyler, which I suspect is a barbed comment about how Dad didn’t want me designing dresses for a living and how wrong he was.


   Simeon and Mark are waiting at the far end. Simeon is standing without his stick. He’s been practising, building himself up each day until he could manage the whole ceremony. I couldn’t be more proud of him.


   And there is Mark. Poor, lovely Mark. My insides still squirm when I think about how wrong I got everything and how much hatred I poured on his head when it wasn’t in any way justified. But he seems to have forgiven me instantly, which is ironic given how long I held on to my grudge against him. And I’ll make it up to him somehow. In fact, I must, as I have a feeling that he’s going to feature in our futures quite heavily. Later in the day I catch him and Beth having a snog by the ladies’ loo. I’m delighted. They will be good together.


   We make our vows. Beth wanted us to write our own but I told her that the traditional ones say everything that I need to say. Little Lily struggles to sit still. When we are signing the register, I see her trailing from chair to chair giving each guest a single rose petal. Mrs P is fiddling with the clasp of her handbag and I watch as she extracts a handkerchief, which she uses to dab delicately at her tears. Bless her. When I cast a quick glance at the other guests, I see that there is barely a dry eye in the room. Even my brother Michael looks a little emotional. We did that, I think. Simeon and I. We have surrounded ourselves with people that love us so much that they are reduced to tears at our happiness. I finally have a real family and it feels wonderful.


    


  It’s virtually the shortest day of the year and when the light fades to nothing by four o’clock, the grounds outside are lit by torches, burning like beacons. They illuminate the ancient stone ruins of the tower next door, which look strong and solid next to the twinkly fairy lights inside. If this were a film, then it would start to snow now, little white flakes fluttering down and coming to rest on the grass. But this is Yorkshire and the weather never does what is expected of it. I don’t mind though. I look around at everything that surrounds me, and I know that this is all I need.
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