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Looking back, I never thought I could really be Mum's child. She was so perfect, always. Never a hair out of place or chipped nail. She looked like what she was; the owner of a classy dress shop.  I was a tomboy who didn't care what I looked like. 

"This blue velvet will bring out the colour of your eyes, Chloe," Mum would say as she buttoned me into a dress. The colour was all right, much better than the pinks and other bright shades she favoured to show off her much darker eyes and complexion, but I've have preferred it to be made into dungarees. Or she'd say, "This skirt will go well with your uniform sweatshirt." Trousers would have done the job just as well I thought. 

Mum didn't like the baggy sweatshirt. "My school uniform was a gingham dress and blazer. You'd have looked so smart in that."

She was probably glad though that the practical top with its dark colour didn't show grass stains. I liked it because it was warm and looked the same whatever I'd done, so saved me from many a, "I can't think what you've been doing," after a lunch break game of football. 

My idea of wearing the right clothes was to put on wellies when it rained and chose trousers thick enough not to rip when I climbed trees. Mum would have loved me to wear the kind of thing her shop supplied to more ladylike girls and their mothers.

We didn't row about clothes because we didn't row about anything. Neither of us wanted to hurt the other, but it niggled that I was almost never out of her sight and that Mum wanted me to be neat and pretty. I hated to be fussed over or restrained in any way. She'd make me pretty little dresses that I usually managed to drip mud on before she'd finished stitching up the hem. The ringlets she coaxed into my hair didn't disguise the bruises and scratches I was generally covered in. I could no more sit still than she could have run down the street making Indian war cries with the boys next door. That we were so different must have been as much of a trial to her as it was to me, but I never doubted she loved me very much.

I had a bit more in common with Dad though I looked even less like him than I did Mum. I liked being down the allotment with him, watching things grow and harvesting them. It wasn't a regular allotment with other people all round, but a piece of waste ground behind his office that he worked in when everyone else went home. I liked the peace and quiet there, that no one bothered us, and how riotously abundant it looked in the summer. It seemed a shame though that no one took much notice of the results. No one except us and Mum. She cooked the fruit and vegetables into tidy meals that I wolfed down before running out to play again. 

Often I came home with bags bursting with potatoes or baskets overflowing with strawberries (although I reduced the overflow considerably by eating it on the walk home). What I liked best though was picking great bunches of dahlias and arriving home with my arms tiring under the weight of the gaudy blooms. 

"Look, Mum aren't they pretty?" I asked shaking out the last of the earwigs the first year Dad grew them.

Suppressing a shudder Mum said, "They are, Chloe. Perhaps you'd like to help me arrange them?"

That was our one mother and daughter thing. I picked flowers for her, filled vases with water and Mum made neat arrangements for our home and her shop. I didn't have the patience to fiddle about so every bloom was at exactly the right angle and trimmed to the perfect height, but I was good at selecting the best blooms to bring home and choosing which foliage would set them off best.

When I was about ten, Dad asked his boss if I could take over a patch of ground next to his, to grow more flowers.

"Do anything you like out there as long as you keep it tidy," the older man told us.

Dad grinned. "Just like being at home eh? Keep things tidy and everyone's happy."

He had a point about the tidiness, and about doing as I wanted. If my parents had been even slightly more lenient or generous then I'd definitely have been classified as spoiled. I was an only child and Mum and Dad were a fair bit older than me. They, especially Mum, often referred to me as 'our little miracle'. If I wanted to go somewhere they took me, if I wanted something I was often bought it and I never lacked for attention. Other kids used to yell, 'watch me' if they wanted a witness to their daring on the slide in the playground, or brilliance at skipping. I never needed to ask.

My life continued carefree except for the occasional insistence that I allow Mum to 'do something about that hair' or put on pretty clothes and sit quietly for a while so her friends could admire me. Sometimes I was asked to model clothes she'd made. I didn't mind doing that too much as it was to help her, not just to make me look girly and nice. 

When I went to secondary school, with its proper uniform, Mum insisted on tailoring my clothes from good quality material. She made more trousers than skirts though and ensured every item was loose enough that I could run and jump without fear of rips. I probably had a few pre-teen strops, but I don't remember there being any real unease. 

Then at school we did a project about the changes which had happened in our lifetime. It was really weird to know that our present day would become other people's history. People brought in photos of themselves taken at places which had since been closed down, or turned into something else. Mine showed me and Mum outside her shop the day she moved to her current premises. We all brought in our birth certificates. Some were much bigger than my little square of paper. They showed their parents' names, as well as their own and said where the birth had taken place.

"The shorter ones are copies," our teacher explained. "That's not at all unusual as people often lose the original."

Maybe so, but not my mum. She didn't lose things. She kept all her paperwork neatly organised in folders. She had stuff for the shop, drawings I'd done at play group, their original marriage certificate and things dating back to her own school days. I knew because I'd seen them. There were things I'd never seen though. Pictures of Mum looking pregnant for example. I'd never asked why I didn't have her and Dad's dark hair, but I did ask about the lack of photos.

"Maternity wear is rarely glamorous, Chloe," she said.

I knew something was bothering her though because she picked up her hand cream and applied it without first taking off her rings. 

The school project involved looking at newspaper headlines for the week we were born. I discovered a baby had been snatched from outside a dress shop when I was just a few days old. Once I saw it, every headline seemed to blur into one about babies and dress shops. Well just one dress shop; Mum's old place. She'd moved from there when I was a toddler. Was it to avoid being associated with that stolen child?

I didn't ask my parents about it. I wanted them to reassure me, but wasn't sure they could. Instead I looked up the address of the woman whose baby was snatched. That wasn't difficult and didn't arouse concern, as naturally my classmates where of a similar age and also interested in the story. She'd lived in a part of town I'd not really visited. Mum once said it was a rough area. Maybe she had another reason for not wanting me to go there?

My bus pass didn't cover me for that route and it seemed wrong to use the pocket money my parents had given me, so I sent a text to say I'd be late home from school and walked. Part of the journey took me past two men swearing at each other in the street and some boarded over shop fronts. Perhaps twenty minutes later I reached my destination. The house was about the same size as ours but the garden was much bigger. There was a sign outside saying 'eggs and flowers for sale'. Under it was a table holding boxes of eggs and a tin labelled 'honesty box'. Under the table, in the shade, were buckets full of flowers. Curious, I looked inside the tin and saw quite a bit of money. 

I walked down the path, which was really just a track through the grass. On one side was a big tree with a tyre swing. On the other was an abandoned game of cricket. When I reached the porch I saw dirty wellies chucked in a heap. I knocked loudly and shouted, but nobody came to gasp at the sight of blue eyes which mirrored theirs, or to offer big wedges of cake baked with their own eggs, or even invite me to play cricket. Somehow I'd imagined all that happening as I'd walked from gate to door. I scribbled a note saying I thought I might be their daughter, added my mobile number and left.

When I got back to just before where the men had been arguing I started to get a bit nervous. I wasn't used to being on my own in a strange place. Other than school, or visits to friends for tea I was always with one or other of my parents. If they weren't there, one of them had walked me to the bus stop or driven me to where I was going and hadn't left until I was in the company of people I knew. 

It was quite a relief when Mum rang, anxious to know if I was OK and where I was. My voice wobbled as I read the street name off the graffiti covered sign. Mum and Dad arrived so quickly she couldn't have driven as neatly
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