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Prologue

Sally


Thirty-Four Years Ago

Despite her years of experience reading aloud to children, Sally was horrified to find she couldn’t stop her voice from wavering. It started when she came to the words ‘A woman in a lonely home’ in Jo’s poem, near the end of Little Women. The phrase seemed to describe her so exactly, she lost control of her vocal cords.

She was reading her daughter’s bedtime story, so forced a cough to disguise the emotion in her voice. She shuffled closer to Ella on the single bed, giving her thin leg a squeeze through the duvet. Turning the well-thumbed page, she angled the book to catch the light from the bedside lamp and read on, “Be worthy, love, and love will come.”

She paused, swallowing hard. Ella looked up, dark eyes reflecting the twinkling fairy lights wound around the bedpost behind them.

Sally gathered a smile. ‘You, my darling, are worthy of love.’ She tweaked Ella’s nose. ‘All the love in the world.’

‘You are too, Mummy,’ said Ella. ‘And Daddy.’

The last part of her daughter’s statement was predictable. There was no Mummy without Daddy in Ella’s small world. To be honest, Sally was relieved she featured at all. Ella had been a daddy’s girl from the moment she could express a preference and Sally tried not to mind. She was glad, in a way, that Ella’s bond with Neil was still as strong as ever. He could do no wrong in the eyes of their daughter, despite being too busy to attend her birthday pool party at the Arches earlier that afternoon. Ella’s devotion suggested she was blissfully oblivious to the increasingly frequent arguments and the dismissive way her dad spoke to her mum. Or she didn’t care. But that was too unpleasant to think about.

She should be oblivious at her tender age. Being eight was a magical time of life, in Sally’s opinion. She adored teaching Year Four children because, at that age, they were smack bang in the middle of living delightfully playful yet serious lives. To Sally, children this age were like butterflies emerging from their chrysalises and she thought it a privilege to be a part of the process.

‘I like Jo’s poem,’ Ella said.

She reached for the copy of Little Women, which Sally’s own mother had given to her thirty years before, and began to read in a voice a tone infinitesimally lower than her childish voice of last year. She read the poem with a faltering rhythm as she attempted unfamiliar words, pointing to lament, then immortal, with a bitten fingernail, waiting for Sally to pronounce them and then explain the meaning before reading on.

Sally glanced around the darkening room as Ella read the closing pages of the book, her gaze pausing on the wardrobe and chest of drawers with pink handles, then the duvet cover with its pattern of colourful Russian dolls. How long until Ella wanted a more grown-up bedroom, with posters of pop stars Sally had never heard of?

Ella’s voice grew louder as she read, ‘“Oh, my girls, however long you may live, I never can wish you a greater happiness than this!”’

Sally felt the sentiment of that familiar final line to her core. She pulled Ella towards her and dropped kisses on top of her head. ‘Did you like it?’ she asked, drawing away and looking into her face.

‘I loved it!’ Ella squealed. ‘I want to be Jo when I grow up!’

Sally’s heart swelled. She reached under the bed and pulled out a new copy of Little Women. Solemnly, she handed the book with the illustration of Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy on the jacket to Ella. ‘This is your special copy to keep forever.’

Ella’s eyes grew wide. ‘Thank you, Mummy.’ She opened the front cover slowly.

Sally held her breath. The tradition of giving her daughter a book inscribed with a message had turned eight years old today, but for the first four years at least, it hadn’t held any significance to Ella. To see that she now anticipated the note and opened the book with such reverence made Sally’s throat clog with tears. She watched Ella’s face as she read what she’d carefully written on the inside page.

A moment later, Ella turned, wrapping her arms around Sally’s neck. Despite a bubble bath, her hair still smelled of chlorine from the swimming pool. Sally recalled the joy on her daughter’s face when she and her friends had held hands, whooped and leapt into the pool, splashing and giggling with utter glee. She stored it in the album of special memories in her mind, wondering how Neil could choose work, or anything else, above spending today with his only child.

With her arms still around her little girl, Sally heard the bang of the front door closing and her husband’s fading footsteps on the pavement of Circus Street below. Her body tensed as she dreaded Ella asking where Daddy was going. Sally didn’t know. But she could guess.

Relieved when the question didn’t come, she pushed her face further into Ella’s hair and whispered, ‘Happy birthday, Ella. Happy birthday, my gorgeous girl,’ all the time wondering what she needed to do to keep her small family together, and determined not to let Ella see her tears.





Chapter One

Ella


Present Day

The trill of her phone echoed around the open-plan kitchen, making Ella jump. She’d only just poured her first coffee of the day. If she was Queen of the World, no devices would be activated until 100mg of caffeine had been absorbed into her bloodstream. She played the “If she was Queen” of the World game a lot in her head. It didn’t get her anywhere. The phone kept ringing.

Glenda’s name was on the screen. That made her uneasy. She did the maths; it was seven a.m. here in Sydney, so it was ten p.m. back in London. Why would her mother’s next-door neighbour be ringing her at this time?

Ella took the phone off charge and accepted the call.

‘Hi, Glenda.’

‘Ella,’ Glenda’s voice sounded tinny and even more cut-glass than she remembered. ‘I hope you’re well?’

She had a breakfast meeting. No time for small talk. ‘Yes, Glenda. Listen,’ she said, taking a slurp of coffee and waving good morning to Charlie, who was wandering down their slatted staircase in a T-shirt and boxers. Why couldn’t her husband put some trousers on before coming downstairs, like a civilised person? Their open-plan living space was mainly encased in glass, and she was sure random delivery drivers could do without the intimate image of Charlie’s anatomy. ‘Can I call you back another time? I’ve got a meeting—’

‘It’s your mum,’ said Glenda. ‘She’s had a bad fall.’

Ella put the cup down. ‘A fall?’ Her mother was only seventy-two. She’d seemed fit and healthy the last time Ella had FaceTimed her. When was that – last week? The week before? She certainly didn’t seem in any way doddery. She still cycled everywhere. The bike. That must be it. Ella knew cycling in London was a terrible idea. She’d told her mother that plenty of times before. ‘Is she all right? Did she fall off that bloody bike?’

Charlie came to her side, eyebrows knitted.

‘No, I haven’t seen her on the bike for a while. I’ve just left her at the hospital.’

Charlie was standing too close, his eyes screwed up as if he wanted answers when she didn’t know what the hell was going on herself. Ella turned her back on him and marched towards the floor-to-ceiling window. She held the phone to her ear and looked out over the valley. ‘What happened? How is she?’

She sensed Charlie hovering behind her and, exasperated, she switched the call to speaker mode and held the handset flat.

‘She’s gone into surgery,’ Glenda’s voice boomed into the room.

‘Surgery?’ Ella’s mouth went dry. She felt Charlie’s hand on her shoulder and, for the first time in a long time, she didn’t want to shrug him off. ‘What for?’

‘She’s broken her right wrist, or maybe it was fractured? Is there a difference? Anyway, they’re pinning it . . . or something . . . I can’t quite remember what the doctor said. Something about a complicated—’

‘Is she all right?’

‘Well, no, dear. She’s broken her wrist and two of the fingers on her other hand.’ Glenda sounded irritated. ‘She was very distressed. It was upsetting to see her so vulnerable.’

Ella tasted bitter coffee at the back of her mouth. Vulnerable wasn’t a word she would ever choose to describe her mother. But Glenda knew Sally as well as she did, probably better, so what she said must be true. ‘Sorry, right. Okay.’ The thought of her mother lying on a table in an operating theatre made her light-headed. They might not be close, but she didn’t like to think of her mum alone and in pain. ‘Is it just her hands? Did she hurt anything else?’

‘She’s got some bruising on her face. It’s a blessed miracle only her hands are broken,’ said Glenda. ‘And the state of the place! It’s going to take some sorting out.’

‘What happened?’ Ella’s mind went back to her childhood home. She saw the handsome Georgian building, which was already in disrepair when she was last there, and that was years ago. Guilt tried to take hold of her, but she fought it. It wasn’t her fault that house no longer felt like her home.

‘She left the bath running.’

Ella raised her eyes to the ceiling, then glanced at Charlie, whose face was uncharacteristically serious.

‘From what I can gather, she rushed in when she realised it was flooding, slipped on the tiles and tried to break her fall with her hands.’

Ella covered her mouth. She could see the scene unfold: the water cascading over the top of the claw-foot bath onto the black and white tiles, her bird-like mother tearing in and skidding on the water, pitching forwards, arms outstretched. The snap of bones.

Charlie took the phone from her, holding the speaker near his mouth. ‘Hi, Glenda. Charlie here. Obviously, Ella’s a bit upset, so can I get the details?’

‘Hello, Charlie.’ Glenda’s voice seemed to melt. That happened a lot, especially with older women, who found Charlie irresistible. His voice alone seemed to do the trick. He was the type of man who made eye contact and actually listened when women spoke. A rare breed, especially in Sydney. Watching him now, Ella wondered when she’d stopped appreciating that kind of attention. Now his habit of talking about everything just felt inefficient. There wasn’t enough time in the day to sit around in your pants, chatting. Not enough time in her day, anyway. She felt the minutes ticking away. ‘Did she hit her head, or anything?’ he asked.

‘She must’ve caught her face on the way down, but the doctors didn’t seem unduly concerned about the bruising on her cheek. They checked for concussion. They were very thorough with X-rays and all that business. She’s got an infection of some sort, but they’re giving her antibiotics for that. She’s going to be up the creek without a paddle for a while though, since both hands are scuppered.’

Ella could see where this was leading and took the phone back from Charlie. ‘I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all you do for her, Glenda. It means the world to know she has you to look out for her.’

‘Well, you know I do what I can.’ There was a pause. Ella closed her eyes, anticipating what was coming next. ‘But it’s May in a couple of days.’

Charlie shrugged in incomprehension, but Ella knew exactly what Glenda meant. She’d been her neighbour too when she was a child and Ella remembered waving from the street when Glenda and her husband climbed into a taxi for their annual month away in Antibes.

‘When do you fly?’

‘In two days. I’m sorry, Ella, but the house in France is ready. I have friends joining me. I can’t—’

‘Of course,’ said Ella. ‘Of course.’ She scrunched her face, embarrassed. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anyone else . . . ?’

‘There are students on the other side now,’ said Glenda. ‘So, they won’t be of much use, though they seem nice enough. One of the girls is American and her family must be incredibly wealthy because they bought the house for her to live in with her friends while she studies at university. Imagine that.’

Ella tried to imagine but failed. The houses on Circus Street would be astronomically expensive to buy these days. She knew it had been a stretch for her parents in the late Seventies, despite them both working and her father making partner at the law firm he worked at.

‘And, I don’t know . . . your mother seems to have been keeping to herself more recently.’

That didn’t sound like her mum at all. Ella’s abiding memories were of her mother preparing for a committee meeting at the library, or a jaunt to see her favourite stallholders at the market. It was part of the reason she didn’t feel quite so guilty about living on the other side of the world. Her mother was never going to be lonely without her. She was too busy.

‘She needs you, Ella.’

She stared through the window at the blue sky. The weather was less predictably warm now May was approaching. Soon, she’d need to remember to take her jacket to work, and before she knew it, she’d be leaving in the dark and getting home after sunset. After Willow was asleep.

She thought of London in the spring, the trees budding in the private garden in the middle of Gloucester Circus. She thought of her mother alone in a hospital bed. ‘Is she in Lewisham Hospital? Could you give me the details?’

Charlie opened a drawer, took out paper and a pen and put them on the worktop. Ella set the phone down on the counter and wrote the ward number on the paper with a shaky hand.

‘Thank you, Glenda,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you know my plans when we’ve had chance to discuss it. Take care. Thanks again.’

Ella clicked off the call and blew out her cheeks. She looked up at Charlie and sensed he was going to hug her, so she marched to the cupboard behind the open staircase and unhooked her handbag from inside. He might have time for lingering embraces, but she didn’t. If she was Queen of the World, everyone would have a gauge on their foreheads: a traffic-light system, showing green for open to hugs, amber for a quick squeeze and red for leave me the fuck alone. She was already on red and now she had another thing to stress about.

‘After my meeting I’ll look up care options. We can talk about it tonight.’

‘Can’t you delay going into work until you’ve had time to think about what needs to be done?’ Charlie said.

‘I’ve got a breakfast meeting.’ She didn’t know why the urge to get out of the house was so strong. She knew she should cancel the meeting, call the hospital and book a flight to London. That was the right thing to do. The dutiful thing. But people didn’t always do the right thing and her mother should understand that better than anyone.

‘And what do you mean, care options? She’s not a decrepit old lady who’s too infirm to manage. She’s had an accident. It’s short-term. She needs you now.’ Charlie’s voice was soft and that made it worse.

‘What am I supposed to do? Drop everything and run off to London?’

Charlie poured himself a coffee. ‘Honestly, Ella? Yes.’

Typical of him to think it was so simple. It would be easy for him to run back to England at a moment’s notice. His only job now was looking after Willow and the house. The pools he maintained would soon be covered over for the winter. She was the one who had all the pressure and responsibility to keep the roof over their heads. ‘It’s not that easy.’

He sat on a stool at the kitchen island and looked so relaxed, Ella wanted to push him over. ‘Isn’t it?’

Squeezing the strap of her handbag until the leather dug into her palm, she took a step towards the door. ‘Can you call the hospital to check in? I’ve got to get on.’

‘You need to—’

She turned. ‘I’ve got a meeting, Charlie,’ she said. She didn’t want to think about London, her mum, or why she had left all those years ago. It was easier to think about work. That was straightforward. If she had a problem at work, she could fix it. The rest of life was so much more complicated . . . and painful.

‘Take a month off. Go to London.’

She threw her arms wide. ‘Yes, Charlie. Why don’t I do that? Why don’t I just take a month off work and fly away from all my responsibilities, not forgetting our eight-year-old daughter, for an entire month. What on earth is stopping me?’

There was nothing stopping her. She knew that, and so did he. Like everyone at her firm, she was eligible for a month’s paid leave after twenty years’ service. The problem was, she didn’t want to take a month off work. She needed to keep going, fill her life with business and distractions, otherwise she’d have to face all the things that lived in the dark places at the back of her mind.

‘What is stopping you?’ She was shocked by the chill in his voice. ‘You know Willow will be fine. It’s not like you see her during the week anyway.’

Both his tone and the truth of what he said stung. ‘But people rely on me. I can’t let the partners down,’ she said, with less conviction.

‘What about letting your mum down?’

That felt like a low blow. ‘It’s her who let me down,’ she replied. ‘You know that.’

He shook his head. ‘I know how hurt you were, but perhaps it’s time to put it behind you – or at least to try?’

‘Nice to know you’d be happy for me to be on another continent for that long.’ She wanted to wound him. He couldn’t possibly understand how much her mother’s betrayal had affected her. If he did, he wouldn’t be making this so hard.

‘Happy?’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t make me happy.’ He looked defeated. ‘But what’s the point in you sticking around here when your mum needs you?’ He sighed and fixed her with sad eyes. ‘Because I think we both know this doesn’t make you happy anymore.’ He gestured out to the room, but Ella knew he meant more than that. He meant their life. He meant himself. ‘I know you don’t want to talk about it, but it wouldn’t do any harm for you to have time to think about what it is you want; what might help you find some joy again. Maybe you could work through what’s put this distance between you and your mum. I don’t know . . . It feels like so much is unresolved, and it’s eaten away at you. This might be the opportunity to—’

‘It’s not as easy as that.’ Did he think she could just go home, have it out with her mum and they could live happily ever after? This was real life, not a fairy tale.

He exhaled loudly. ‘Some things aren’t easy, Ella. It doesn’t mean you don’t face up to them. Maybe it’s time to stop running away.’

She closed her eyes, visualising her office, with its neat files and ordered desks. She didn’t need to have difficult conversations there. At work, there was a system, processes that were followed. It was ordered. It was safe.

Charlie carried on, ‘From where I’m standing, it’s a no-brainer. You can take a month’s paid leave. You can do the right thing by your mum, and . . . well, we can talk about the other stuff when you’re ready.’

The other stuff. Ella shuddered. She’d known the other stuff would need addressing one day, but she’d been putting it off, like she put everything off.

‘I don’t know.’ But that was another lie. She did know. Charlie was right about everything. She needed to go back to England for so many reasons, and not one of them was good.





Chapter Two

Ella


Present Day

Ella’s stomach lurched when the taxi indicated right into the road where she’d grown up. She’d been feeling increasingly anxious since the car had left the M25, and now she could see the sign for Cheeseboard, the shop on the corner with its bizarre hedgehog logo, above the sign saying Circus Street, SE10, her nausea intensified. The car drove slowly, past Ellis and Jones Fishmongers and the brick meeting hall on the right, eventually coming to a standstill on the left in front of her childhood home.

Beyond the black railings, the white lower half of the building still made the short parade of houses stand out. It shouted I’m special to anyone who happened to pass by. The rest of the terraced town house was smart brickwork, starting at the sills of the sash windows of the second floor. Ella had always thought her home looked regal, like the kind of house Sherlock Holmes lived in. She’d been proud to bring her friends here when she was younger, then embarrassed when kids from secondary school would stop on the pavement and look up at the shiny black door, lion-shaped door-knocker and semicircular fanlight window above the doorway and say things like, ‘Fucking hell, mate, I didn’t know you were a millionaire.’

Later, she’d started to anticipate people’s responses, even expecting the taxi driver who was currently hoisting her enormous case out of the boot to expect a bigger tip now he’d seen her destination.

‘Nice place,’ he said, rolling the case to the bottom of the three steps leading to the front door. ‘Want me to take this in?’

‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ She handed him a ten-pound note as a tip, the currency feeling foreign despite being what she’d used for the first twenty-one years of her life.

Ella stood, looking up at the house until the car made a three-point turn and disappeared back in the direction of Gloucester Circus. She could see what her friends from school saw. The house was grand, from the ornate railings either side of the steps, to the tall windows, perfectly symmetrical in the brickwork above the white.

But handsome as it was, she didn’t want to go inside.

Ella forced her feet to climb the steps. It was only a month; she could survive that. She would do her duty to her mum and then she could get back to work and her family. She reordered that in her head, her family and work.

Opening the door onto the hall, Ella let out her breath. It looked the same as ever, just more tired. The tiled floor had scuff marks, and the curved white archway leading to the staircase needed painting. The walnut banister and beige runner disappearing up to the first floor and down to the kitchen in the basement were still impressive.

She wheeled the case onto the tiles and closed the door behind her. When she breathed in, there was a musty scent in the still air.

Taking a couple of steps in, she noticed a vase of drooping red tulips, heads bowed low, petals scattering the dark wood hall table. There was an inch of foetid water at the bottom of the glass vase. That’s where the smell must be coming from. But when she got further into the hall, it got worse, far more pungent than a single vase of expired flowers.

Ella turned left into the sitting room, the familiar sight of a floral three-piece suite stopping her in her tracks. That was the sofa she had sat on to read all through her childhood, her mum with her own book in the matching armchair at the far side of the room, facing the doorway. She could almost feel a paperback in her fingers, see a younger version of herself, legs curled under her as she was lost in another world between the pages. She felt strangely nostalgic for that sensation of being transported. She hadn’t read a single novel since she’d been in Australia. She told herself she hadn’t had time.

Choosing not to give the thought headspace, Ella stepped into the room. The flowers on the sofa fabric looked the same, but the cushion on the chair where her mother sat had dipped in the middle. The material on the arms was threadbare, like it had been rubbed for decades by restless fingers. The flowers had lost their definition, now just indistinguishable shapes in muted orange, blue and pink. Books were stacked by the side of the chair. Ella picked up the one at the top of the pile, My Sister, the Serial Killer. Not her mother’s usual choice of reading material. She opened the cover and saw it was a library book. It still had a bookplate with date stamps, but no date had been stamped in for some time. Ella wasn’t sure if libraries still used that system in the UK, or anywhere, for that matter.

She put the book back on the stack and scanned the rest of the room. It looked shabby. The magnolia paintwork was marked. She was assessing what needed decorating when her eyes reached the ceiling and widened at the dark, uneven stain blooming from the ornate cornice in the far corner and creeping towards the ceiling rose in the centre. Her heart dropped. Her mum’s bathroom was two floors up. It must’ve been a significant flood to have reached down two floors.

Ella rushed from the room, up the stairs to the first floor, poking her head into the bedrooms. To her relief, they all looked tatty, but undamaged.

Choosing not to linger in the bedroom that had been hers, she crossed the landing to the box room and pushed down the handle. The door didn’t budge. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ she growled at the door. There was no key in the lock. This room was directly above the sitting room and the watermark on the ceiling must’ve come via there.

The musty smell was worse up here. Ella pressed the handle and pushed against the wood with her shoulder, but it wouldn’t budge. Her dad had got locks on the inside doors after a spate of burglaries in the area. ‘If someone gets in,’ she remembered him saying, ‘I’m going to make it as difficult as possible for them. That’ll teach the thieving buggers.’

Despite his initial vigilance, they’d soon got out of the habit of locking any of the doors, except when they went on holiday, when he’d go around the house checking each one, then stowing the keys in his case.

She had no idea why her mum would want to lock the room that had been a junk room when Ella last lived there. With a frustrated groan, she let go of the handle and ventured to the top floor. The smell of damp grew with every step. The carpet on the landing was a darker beige and when she stepped towards the bathroom, the fibres squelched under her feet.

The black and white checkerboard tiles on the bathroom floor looked dry at first sight, but when Ella crossed the room, she noticed pools of water under the claw-foot bath, making the black tiles shine like onyx. Someone must’ve tried to mop up the water using the bath towels from the cupboard because sodden heaps sat behind the door.

Ella remembered the second conversation she’d had with Glenda, where she’d told Ella how her mother had eventually managed to get to the phone in her bedroom and call her neighbour.

‘She was cowering at the end of her bed when I got to her,’ Glenda had told her, ‘shivering with the shock. She hadn’t even been able to turn off the water because her hands were broken. Thank God I was in and had the spare key, otherwise the paramedics would have had to smash down the door.’

That was a small mercy, thought Ella, standing in the bathroom and surveying the damage from the flood. Her head was starting to throb with jet lag, but she didn’t have time to indulge it. She had to get on with getting her mum out of hospital, then work out what needed to be done in the house to repair the damage.

The cascading water had clearly soaked through the room below and down to the next floor. Ella could only imagine the state of the box room. Whatever was in there would probably be completely ruined. She hoped it was just junk. But if it was, why was the room locked, and where was the key?

Ella dragged her weary limbs back down to get her case. She would unpack, collect her mother and then find out.





Chapter Three

Ella


Present Day

As Ella approached Lewisham Hospital in the taxi, she was surprised at how run-down the area looked. The hospital nearest to her home in Manly was a modern building, reassuringly clean-looking and surrounded by wide roads and greenery. The benefit of Medicare plus good insurance, she mused, then shook her head at herself. If she was Queen of the World, every country would have a fully funded NHS with shiny new hospitals that were fit for purpose. This place was ancient.

Her nerves made her fidget as her taxi joined the queue of cars sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic trying to enter the car park. As they edged forwards, she remembered her mum bringing her to this hospital when she was a teenager, after she was hit on the forehead by a wayward cricket ball in a games lesson. The teacher had told her to sit down for five minutes and if she didn’t feel dizzy, get on with the session. Her mum had looked horrified when she’d walked in that evening with a bruised lump on her head and insisted they went to Accident and Emergency.

Sally had talked at her all the way in the car, telling her the history of the red-brick building. Looking at it now, Ella begrudgingly admitted the facade was beautiful.

‘It was built as a workhouse in the early eighteen hundreds,’ Sally had told her, in an artificially bright voice. ‘I’ll never forget reading about it because it said it was built in “the picturesque village of Lewisham”.’ They’d both laughed at that, looking out of the car window at the heavy traffic and people milling about. It was neither a village nor picturesque. It seemed even less so now.

She’d asked Ella to count how many floors there were, and if she could read what was written on the white triangular plaque under the ornate cupola. With hindsight, Ella could see she’d been trying to work out if she was concussed, but at the time, she didn’t even know what a cupola was. It had felt like Sally was trying to trip her up. She’d been irritated. She’d found everything her mum did annoying back then, and after what happened, the feeling had only worsened.

After paying for the taxi, Ella passed through the automatic doors, her shoulder muscles tightening. She rolled them on the way to reception and noticed the woman in the queue in front of her giving her a strange look. She must’ve looked like she was preparing for a fight. She supposed, in a way, she was.

The smell of cleaning fluid and body odour, as she followed the floor map she’d been given, made her stomach turn. Finally, she arrived at the ward where she would see her mother in the flesh for the first time in years. She took three deep breaths before pressing the buzzer to be admitted.

A minute passed. Nobody came. Tentatively, Ella pressed the buzzer again, practising an apologetic smile to show she was sorry for being so impatient. She knew how ridiculous it was that she was so anxious not to be a bother. So British. It had kicked back in the minute she had landed at Heathrow. Back in Sydney, she had no qualms about complaining about slow service. Everybody did it. But, for some reason, the second she was back in England, she had felt the need to apologise to the taxi driver for the weight of her case. She’d even offered to lift it into the boot herself, despite him being twice her size.

She pushed the button again, setting her face to neutral, but the minute the door opened, an involuntary, ‘Sorry,’ escaped her mouth, followed by a, ‘Wasn’t sure the bell was working.’

‘Come in, come in,’ said a cheerful-looking nurse whose uniform stretched tight across her enormous chest. ‘Who are you here for?’

‘Sally Harrison,’ she said, following her into the ward.

The nurse’s flat feet slapped against the linoleum, moving at a surprising pace. ‘Sally!’ she yelled, making Ella jump. ‘You’re the most popular girl on this ward.’

Ella looked from left to right, trying to spot her mother, but all she could see were elderly ladies with sunken faces and wild hair, propped against sagging pillows. She swallowed. Surely her mum hadn’t deteriorated to this extent in recent years? This looked like God’s waiting room. Ella shook the idea from her head and tried to conjure up more cheerful thoughts.

Next to an empty bed, one woman had a visitor who was reading to her from a magazine laid flat on a blue blanket over the wizened woman’s legs.

‘Sally,’ yelled the nurse again, ‘you gonna go home and leave me to run this place on my own again?’ She laughed.

Ella looked around, but still couldn’t see her mother.

The woman reading the magazine turned, and there she was. Not a visitor. Not an old lady, but her mum, slight and upright, her pixie-cut hair almost white, but still looking ten years younger than her age. Thirty years too young to belong on this ward.

She stood when she saw Ella, her eyes glistening above a blueish-purple bruise on her right cheekbone. A blue sling held one arm in a cast across her front and tape was wrapped around the first three fingers on her other hand. Ella’s breath caught at the sight of her injured mother.

‘Ella,’ Sally said, stepping towards her.

Neither of them seemed to know what to do.

Ella felt the nurse’s eyes on her back and moved towards her mum, opening her arms, then dropping them again. ‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ she said, making an awkward gesture with her hands.

‘Come here, love,’ Sally said and wrapped her free arm around Ella’s back.

Ella closed her eyes. Her mum smelled strange. She was expecting to breathe in Lenor Summer Breeze fabric conditioner, but she smelled of hospital and dusty cotton from the sling strapped around her neck.

‘I’m so sorry you’ve had to—’

‘Don’t . . . It’s not . . . It’s fine. Honestly.’ The last word stuck in her throat.

Sally let Ella go and grinned. ‘Iris, this is my daughter, Ella. All the way from Australia,’ she said to the nurse. She turned to the woman in the bed. ‘I’m going to have to stop reading now, Judith. I’m going home this afternoon. That all right?’

What was she going to do if it wasn’t all right with Judith, thought Ella, stay here, reading back copies of Woman’s Own until the inevitable happened? Another glance at the woman made the hairs on Ella’s arms rise. She looked so weak. The hospital bed she was lying in might be her final destination. It seemed a pitiful end to a life.

The woman nodded.

Iris moved around the side of the bed, took a tissue from the box on the cabinet and dabbed drool from the edge of Judith’s mouth. ‘We gonna miss our Sally, aren’t we, Judith?’

Of course they were going to miss her, Ella thought, with a stab of envy for all these people her mother would have tried her best to take care of. Sally would have done everything she could to make herself part of the community here. She would have been endlessly helpful and chirpy, and they would have all thought she was a saint. Well, she wasn’t.

‘Let’s get you sorted, then.’ Ella followed her to a bed with a holdall sitting on top.

‘Iris packed for me. I’m afraid I’m pretty helpless at the moment.’

Ella felt guilty about her previous thought. Sally couldn’t be too useful with no available hands. She would still have been endlessly cheerful, though. Ella imagined a chirpy patient would be a rare enough treat around here. One who still had the strength to smile would be the exception, by the looks of it.

‘Well, I’m here now, so you don’t have to worry about that.’

Sally glanced up, her face serious. ‘How will Charlie and . . . and your little girl manage without you?’

Ella narrowed her eyes. Had she forgotten her own granddaughter’s name? Ella had dropped everything to come here and now it looked like her family was so far down Sally’s list of priorities, she didn’t know what her daughter was called. If that was the case, Ella was a fool for crossing oceans for her.

‘Charlie and Willow will be fine.’

‘I feel terrible about you having to leave Willow.’

It seemed like she was repeating the name to imprint it on her memory.

‘Charlie’s at home. It’s really not as disruptive as you think.’ Ella said it to punish her. To tell her it was no big
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