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				Sarah Duguid grew up on a farm in North Lincolnshire and was educated in Derbyshire and at Durham University where she read English Literature. After university, she lived and worked in New York and South Africa before returning to London where she now lives with her partner and their son. She is currently working on a Masters in English at UCL as well as her second novel.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise

				‘An assured and sensitively written debut’ Observer

				‘Unnerving, absorbing and wincingly well-observed, this is an accomplished debut’ Sunday Times

				‘The simmering tension and painful misunderstanding of Duguid's debut lingers on my mind . . . seductive and chilling’ Stylist

				‘With characters that are sharply observed with a beady eye for detail, this is a haunting study of family, grief, and loss’ Daily Mail

				‘Exquisitely written, with a beautiful balance between darkness and humour’ Joanna Cannon, author of The Trouble With Goats and Sheep

				‘Full of wonderfully acerbic humour, a fantastic debut’ Sunday Mirror

				‘Sarah Duguid’s debut is light on its toes, a delicate, elegant examination of a complicated family situation where emotions are unpredictable and connections are tenuous’ Daily Express, S Magazine

				‘This slender novel puts a fragile family under the spotlight with great effect’ Cathy Rentzenbrink, Bookseller, Editor’s Choice

				‘A book to fall in love with . . . captivating, creepy and beguiling all at once’ Colette McBeth, author of The Life I Left Behind

				‘A hugely enjoyable novel – astutely observed, witty and original’ Sarah Rayner, author of One Moment, One Morning

				‘Its astute observations about family means it packs a punch’ Good Housekeeping

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				This book is a work of fiction. Its characters do not exist outside these pages.

				Lizzy lives with her father, Julian, and her brother, Ig, in North London.

				Two years ago her mother died, leaving a family bereft by her absence and a house still filled with her things: for Margaret was lively, beautiful, fun, loving; she kept the family together. So Lizzy thinks. Then, one day, Lizzy finds a letter from a stranger to her father, and discovers he has another child. Lizzy invites her into their world in an act of outraged defiance. Almost immediately, she realises her mistake.

				Look at Me is a deft exploration of family, grief, and the delicate balance between trying to move forward and not quite being able to leave someone behind. It is an acute portrayal of how familial upheaval can cause misunderstanding and madness, damaging those you love most.
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				I love to think of those naked epochs

				Whose statues Phoebus liked to tinge with gold.

				At that time men and women, lithe and strong,

				Tasted the thrill of love free from care and prudery,

				And with the amorous sun caressing their loins

				They gloried in the health of their noble bodies.

				Then Cybele, generous with her fruits,

				Did not find her children too heavy a burden;

				A she-wolf from whose heart flowed boundless love for all,

				She fed the universe from her tawny nipples.

				Charles Baudelaire, Fleurs du Mal, 1857
Translated: William Aggeler, 1954

			

		

	
		
			
				

				prologue

				Just the tips of four fingers were visible from the bottom of the stairs. The hand dangled from the top step, the slender fingers tapering towards the perfect arc of a woman’s nail. No polish. Across the hand fell strands of hair; the head turned face down. The white nightdress she wore rode up her thighs so artfully it might have been staged. A piece of theatre; a fallen ballet dancer. In the background, the blue light of an ambulance thumped the white sitting room wall as the paramedics fought to save her.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ACT ONE

				He told me that the ways of love and the ways of his loins weren’t things that could be constrained by convention, that only the fearful lived like that.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				the letter

				On the side table, framed in silver, my father danced. Not a becoming kind of dance: his arms flailing, knees bent, one foot twisted in the air. He wore a multi-coloured top with wizard’s sleeves and looked as if he could have done with a wash.

				The photograph was taken back then – in his heyday – during the years he spent swanning about in silly clothes, smoking weed. I could imagine him, the man he used to be, slithering up to girls with talk on his lips of the new experimental ways with love. All wiry beard and long, greasy hair. Temptation itself.

				I turned to look at him now, luminous with suntan, fresh back from the South of France, wearing his white trousers rolled up at the ankle. His teeth looked whiter when he had a tan. His dark hair had a decent cut and he wore a pressed linen shirt with an extra button undone into a deep ‘V’. He sat on the grey sofa; behind him hung a picture of a nude, the lines of the body in electric blue etched into thick white paint. If I’d taken a photograph of him now, with his unsocked feet and smooth, dark hair, you’d take him for an Italian art dealer.

				He pressed his bare ankle against the glass corner of the coffee table. It looked painful, the meeting of cold glass and bone. His foot dangled over the edge, his brown toes scrunching and unscrunching as he talked. He hadn’t so much as flinched when I showed him the letter.

				‘Elizabeth, it could happen to anyone,’ he said.

				Dear Julian,

				This letter may come as a surprise to you. I am writing to tell you that I believe you are my father. My name is Eunice. I was born in Charing Cross Hospital in the unmarried mothers’ ward and adopted by a couple from St Albans.

				‘She’s younger than me.’

				‘Oh, calm down, Elizabeth,’ he replied. ‘You’re being way too hysterical and middle class about this.’

				‘You were married to Mum at the time.’

				‘Yes,’ my father replied. ‘But it was different back then.’

				I remained still. He turned his head skywards, ran a hand through his hair and refused to be excited. The way he looked at me was nonchalant and carefree, all white linen and suntan. He told me that the ways of love and the ways of his loins weren’t things that could be constrained by convention, that only the fearful lived like that. He was that hippy again, poking at ‘people’s narrow assumptions’. I wanted to ask him what was so wrong with basic decency, but I knew he’d have just snorted. I pointed at a paragraph further down the letter. ‘She said you shouldn’t feel guilty.’ I raised my eyebrows at him. ‘She’s an optimist.’

				‘There’s a bottle in my suitcase. Fetch it out for me, would you? I’ve had a long day. The flight back from Nice was hellish.’

				I found the letter the previous day when my father called from his holiday asking me to find a phone number for him. ‘It’s a beautiful day out here,’ he said. ‘I’m sitting on a sun lounger. I’m like a lizard on a hot stone watching some wonderful girls. They’re leaping in and out of the water in tiny bikinis. If they start going topless I don’t think I’ll ever recover.’

				I laughed.

				‘This phone number. It’s scribbled on a receipt. It’ll be in my office somewhere. Just go and search.’

				My father had built his office in a shed pushed up against the old brick wall in the garden. From the outside it looked nice enough, painted green to blend in with the ferns and bamboos, but inside the place had something of the caravan about it. A laminate floor, a bare strip light, nasty lilac curtains hanging from a single plastic-covered wire. Little of my father expressed itself in there. His chair, perhaps. Designed by Eames, it was dark green leather and stood on chrome spokes. The lamp, another giveaway. In the evenings, he sometimes read in his office. The soft light of an Anglepoise lamp in stainless steel made the place feel cosier but, still, it smelled of pinewood and paint.

				My father left the office key in the lock so he couldn’t lose it. He only had a cheap computer, not worth stealing, a few notebooks, a telephone, nothing he couldn’t live without. I turned the key, pushed open the shed door and went straight to his desk. I searched through the piles of paper on top but found nothing. Usually, he hid the tiny key for the desk drawer in his pocket or pushed under a corner of carpet but that day it, too, remained in the lock. He’d left in a hurry. The position of his chair said it all. It showed the trajectory of the journey he’d taken the previous Friday. Not tucked under the desk but rather flung back, almost at the back wall at an angle, pointing towards the exit. Five o’clock came; he pushed back while seated, stood up, strode out of the office without a backward thought. In his haste to leave for his holiday – a long weekend in the South of France, which he optimistically described as a working holiday because he’d be trying new grape varieties – he’d forgotten to lock the drawer. Next to a batch of receipts, an old cinema ticket and a blue stapler, sat Eunice’s letter folded into a pink envelope. I opened it, curious at the pink, at the feminine handwriting, at a whiff of scent that still hung around the envelope’s flap.

				The words didn’t connect. I had to read the letter two or three times. Did another man called Julian Knight exist, a chap who might have been the kind to receive something similar? After the third reading, I fell into the chair, like I’d been pushed; a spinning column of wind had come from nowhere and taken me off my feet.

				Was it worse that she was female? Isn’t being a sibling always an act of supremacy that’s tempered if just two of you exist? What would my brother Ig and I do with a third; what would I do with another woman?

				Back in the sitting room, I put it to my father: ‘The postmark shows you’ve had it for over a year.’ But the conversation went no further. I was small-minded. He was a heroic exploder of social mores. He cocked his leg. His tanned, bony foot buried itself in the sofa cushion. He plinked ice cubes into a glass of wine. ‘Smell it,’ he said. ‘The vines are grown so close to the sea that salt dries on the grape skins. The scent of it takes you right back to the coast.’ He held aloft the thin crystal glass, frosted with condensation, examining the colour in the light. He dunked his nose into it. He breathed in loudly, flaring his nostrils, a rush of air entering them.

				‘Strange you couldn’t wait for such a nice wine to chill,’ I said.

				He dropped in another ice cube. ‘Thoroughly wonderful,’ he replied, taking a sip.

				That evening, Ig made dinner. He didn’t usually cook. He opened all the cupboards, slid around the floorboards in socked feet, irritated that he couldn’t find anything. It’s a ruse, I thought, so he doesn’t have to face Dad. The day before, when I showed Ig the letter, he told me I had to keep it quiet. He became furious, threatened to tear up the letter, to burn it. I’d stuffed the thing down my top, running from him while he tried to throw me on to the sofa to grab it back.

				Sitting opposite my father, I pinged one of the four metal lamps that hung equidistant over the long oak table. The shape of rice hats, in bright orange, they made a deep gong sound with each flick of my middle finger. The letter sat in the middle of us. It gaped at the fold, bobbing open and shut as the air stirred, like a clam shell gently nodding in the underwater swell. I carried on pinging the light, to make my father look over, but he ignored me, too busy explaining to Ig about his marvellous, salty wine.

				Dinner ready, Ig slid the plates in front of us. At the head of the table, my father’s chair had a high back, an arch of chrome curving around his shoulders. He looked as if he sat on a throne. The king of his own little North London kingdom. Ig had overcooked the asparagus. It drooped from my father’s hand, a limp, sluggish green. He dangled it into his mouth to chomp the head off it. Still chewing the asparagus, he folded a pink slice of Parma ham on to his tongue.

				‘I might get in touch with her,’ I said.

				‘Just leave it, Elizabeth,’ my father replied.

				‘Why?’

				‘It’s in the past.’

				‘Have you met her?’

				‘Twice.’

				‘Did Mum know about her?’

				‘Of course she did,’ he replied.

				‘Did she mind?’

				‘It was different back then,’ he said.

				My chair clattered to the ground. ‘I’m going to write to her,’ I said. Ig had a look of both fear and impatience about him. I heard him call me petulant as I rushed out of the kitchen to find the writing pad. I punched my words on to a sheet of it. I’d show him.

				From the doorway, my father watched. ‘Not on the Basildon Bond, Elizabeth,’ he said. ‘Your grandmother would be turning in her grave.’

				‘What would Mum be doing in hers?’ I replied.

				Dear Eunice,

				I’m sorry to read in your letter to Julian that you haven’t so far managed to find your mother, and glad to hear that we at least form half the puzzle. I hope that’s some consolation. I noticed that you and he had exchanged a few letters and he told you about Ig and me. Perhaps you’d like to learn more? I would be interested in getting to know you. We’re related, after all. We must have things in common. I’ve often thought I’d like a sister. Did you meet up with Julian? I hope he hasn’t disappointed you. He can be so vague. He’s like that with everyone. So if you feel he has let you down, please don’t take it personally.

				Anyway, please do write back to me.

				With very warmest wishes,

				Your sister, Elizabeth

				I scribbled the address then stalked off to the postbox before I could change my mind. Outside, the quiet of the street surprised me. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, applause perhaps. The leaves on the trees shook in the breeze. The wide four-storey brick houses, withstanders of two world wars, just stood there. I rushed down the street like a madwoman but no one seemed to notice me. A woman walked beside a man who pushed a bicycle. The trees continued their rustling. The houses remained stoic. I almost felt relieved when I turned into the main street to find the thunder and rattle of the traffic outdoing me. I posted the letter.

				Back at home, I sat at the table to finish my wine. I knew I looked defiant. Bolt upright, my elbows resting on the table, I turned my head away from Ig and my father. All they’d see was my profile as I stared out of the window, willing them to dare to speak. Neither of them did. I rippled with energy but the two of them remained still.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				the audition

				The sun shifted around the house. Even in the depth of winter one room always had the light no matter what the time of day. In the mornings, the sun chose my studio bedroom, flooding it with light as if someone had peeled back the roof and opened me up to the heavens. In the height of summer, I organised blinds to go over the skylight or taped up thick bits of card but still the light came in. It trickled under the cracks in the door, slipped around the fabric of the blinds, poured in through the small frosted glass of the bathroom.

				A spring morning, just before seven, the light nudged me awake. Up with the sun for yet another audition, yet another morning of standing around with a hundred other failing actresses, all of us hoping the doors of showbusiness would throw themselves open and eat us up. I pulled on a pair of black leggings, my eyes only half open. I stood in front of the mirror trying to correct the angle of the light. I’d thrown a rubble of make-up into the sink beneath me. I wondered if I had the energy for all this any more. I toyed with the idea of finding an office job. A simple monthly credit into my bank account, no uncertainty.

				I pulled my face with my fingers so my skin stretched. What to do with myself?

				You learn how you look when you’re an actor. Casting directors talk as if you’re not standing right in front of them, as if all actors could leave both their capacity for hearing and their capacity to feel at the reception desk. I wished I could. They talked about me as if I were a new sofa or a jacket they might buy. But would it fit? Would it be money well spent? Is she worth it? After eight years of doing this, I was under no illusions about myself as an object, of how I might look sitting on a shelf with passers-by admiring or criticising me.

				I knew what I was in terms of the construction of my flesh, of how one part fitted into another, of how my nose appeared, of the lift of my eyebrow, the length of my leg, the line of my torso. Whether, with the right make-up, I could pass off as a schoolgirl, a siren, or a bored, knackered housewife about to give up on it all with a bottle of pills. I knew what my bones and skin had made because they told me constantly.

				They told me I was handsome. Female casting directors described me that way. That annoyed me in itself. Men don’t call women handsome, only other women do that. She’s not one of us – she’s handsome – as if they wanted to tell me I was practically a man.

				Men would call me sexy. ‘She’s the sort of girl that blokes would want to fuck,’ they said, to my face, more than once, first by a man who wore faded jeans and a grey sweater pushed up at the sleeves. He had blond hair and raddled skin. He tapped his foot against the stage floor and said ‘yeah, definitely fuckable’. I looked back at him, steely and furious. I never got these jobs. Sometimes I wondered if the way I glared at them put them off, made them decide I might be more trouble than they could be bothered with. Perhaps they could read my thoughts?

				I listened to this stuff week after week, feeling like a piece of steak on a butcher’s chopping board. Meat being slapped down, turned over, prodded, examined. Will she be tender? Will she be tasty? ‘Her eyes are too small,’ a casting director once announced. My eyes are just eyes, I wanted to yell back at him. How could they be ‘too’ anything. I didn’t wear glasses. Eyes were only there to see. Mine did that.

				I was handsome and sexy with small eyes. I was slim but not muscular. I didn’t have the frame of a woman who exercised, rather that of one who ate very little. I was pale and better off that way. Most casting directors agreed I wouldn’t look right with a tan. They thought I’d look less intelligent. Being pale gave me a glassy quality, they said; something icy, English, elegant. But I’d got something around my face, signs of life, one of them called it, which sounded a little medical to me. What else could I have had?

				They could see character in me too, something that would make people laugh.

				So there it is, I am handsome and sexy, with too small eyes and a sense of humour. That’s what I am.

				I drew a black line around my small eyes then leaned in closer to the mirror, until my nose almost touched the glass, to examine my skin.

				At drama school, I had held a future within my gaze. We all had. Prancing our way through our degrees in black leggings and long, cosy cardigans. We talked endlessly about the kind of work we imagined ourselves doing: what we’d say yes to, the things we’d refuse. The teachers reminded us every day that we were attending one of the best drama schools in the country. When the moment came, I assumed I’d have the things I wanted. I thought I’d have enough money for a nice home of my own somewhere with ivy and wisteria dripping around the windows. Three happy children would dip in and out of the pond at the bottom of the garden. The man in the picture I’d drawn for myself padded around our acres, spending his mornings in the garage making sculptures out of driftwood and discarded metal. By the time I’d reached thirty (the kind of age I assumed I might want that tranquil kind of life) I’d fund it with all the acting work I’d won.

				The reality was that I started the day with a swim at the local pool, then spent the rest of it in my father’s house wondering what I would do with the hours yawning out in front of me. A day feeling like a week. Everyone else so busy, so fulfilled, the world beyond full of people going from one thing to another while I stayed inside, trapped by these walls, the calendar stretching ahead, whispering failure, as I approached that age – my thirties – when an out-of-work actress can really begin to gather dust.

				No one told us we’d have been better equipped for the world by studying something else, something useful. The teachers filled us with ideas. We went searching for our emotions the way other people search for matching socks, or their house keys. But once I found them, I didn’t know what to do with them. We all shouted about how we’d reached a crisp, perfect authenticity, and yet underneath it all, I wondered if we weren’t just making it up. ‘Wonderful!’ the teacher sang across the stage at Penelope as she groaned, bellowed, then mewled to depict the depths of emotion she felt at the love she found and immediately lost. The rest of us twisted across the stage with outstretched arms turning like windmills, dressed in all-white muslin, imagining we were germs. It all felt so serious, so necessary. No mention of decades to come living in bedsits, lifetimes in flatshares with damp soaking the carpet, summers spent with ten people sleeping in a rusty caravan eating nothing but sliced bread and margarine. As students we went on tour: nightly performances to three tired-looking people who hadn’t removed their raincoats and never laughed in the right places.

				By eight o’clock, I stood in a line of actresses waiting one behind another in the chill spring morning, all of us hoping today might be different. We kicked at the pavement, chatted, smiled, tried not to betray our ambition. Outside we were on the same team. Friends, we talked about how awful it was, laughed at the misery of it all. Only once we got in front of the director things changed. Lined up like specimens, they pitted us against one another. We scored each other, eyeing up each other’s bodies, legs, breasts, as if we were retail stock in a supermarket.

				A weary-looking woman, large as a sideboard, bored at the very sight of yet another line of pert young actresses, opened the door to the theatre. ‘Come in,’ she sighed at us. We filed through underground corridors, past rows of dancing shoes and old props. There was a papier mâché dragon’s head wedged in between three dustbins and the wall. Covered in dust, it bared its teeth at us.

				‘Don’t touch them,’ the woman said as we passed a pile of the theatre company’s flyers. She had her back to me. I don’t know how she knew my hand had reached out to take one. She deposited us at the side of the stage without a word. We stood together, forming a line, each one of us wearing black leggings as instructed, hands behind our backs. 

				The director went up and down, eyeing us by turn. He was small with short hair – too short hair, I’d have said if I were casting him – barely a centimetre long. I could see smooth, white scalp through it. He wore a slim-fitting T-shirt. His arms were thick at the tops and bell-shaped. A miniature bull. Some theatre men look like they’re made of milk – all liquid, willowy arms – but the director was definitely made of meat. You could have butchered him into discernible cuts.

				He paused at me, working the length of my body. I gazed back at him, taking in his frame, the appealing way his chin seemed dented, the perfect form of his lips, the way they parted as he thought. He appraised me more than the other women. I counted in my head. He stayed a full thirty seconds longer, letting his eyes rise and fall along the length of me. What was going on in his head, I wondered, in the way his eyes squinted, in the way he kept cocking his head from side to side, the way he squished his lips outwards as he carried on looking at me. He caught my eye and held it for just a moment longer than he ought to. Silently, I begged him to pick me.

				‘Why are you an actress?’ he asked.

				‘I love the work,’ I replied.

				He said nothing, seemed about to walk on, as if my answer had bored him. ‘I like to be noticed,’ I called out after him. ‘I want to be seen.’ He turned, appraised me one last time, nodded, then moved on.

				I kicked myself at my answer. I should have said something else. To be seen, I thought. Why the hell had I said that?

				The audition ended with the fat woman coming back to herd us out of the way. ‘You’ll hear,’ she said, closing the theatre door behind us.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				the reply

				By half past ten I was home again, sitting in the kitchen for a morning of nothing. I whizzed the Kenyan coffee beans my father buys in the small spice grinder we’ve had ever since I can remember. Same house, same chair, same cups. Why had I chosen this for myself? Why had I believed the lie my parents told me: that the creative life was the only one worth living. I stared out of the window at an overcast sky. I spooned the coffee grounds into the pot, waited for the kettle to boil, opened one magazine after another, searching for auditions.

				Then I saw it, just as I settled on a chair, pen in one hand, coffee in the other, upcoming productions page open. An envelope, waiting for me. Pink, the handwriting rounded, the stamp carefully placed to be exactly aligned with the envelope’s edges. My name written in real ink, the faded oak of the table and a shaft of sunlight falling in a beam just above the letter. I kept reading the envelope. Elizabeth Knight, 82 The Old Row, London, NW3. I felt a tightness in my throat. I realised it hadn’t occurred to me that I’d written to an actual person, someone who had a postman, a doormat, a home she lived and slept in. I hadn’t thought that she might actually write back. Might want to start a relationship, and naturally assume from the words of my letter that I did too. I’d thought of my anger at my father, of his cavalier ways, of his refusal to face anything and his guilty insistence at his own embellished view of the past. I’d thought of the mother we no longer had, of the way she looked at the end. I didn’t know how I connected wanting to find justice for her with the writing of a letter to her husband’s secret child. Why had I thought she’d have wanted me to do that on her behalf? I barely dared open the letter, written on pink stationery. The writing littered with exclamation marks and kisses. The fool I’d made this girl, responding with all her heart, pouring herself on to the page because she believed I’d been thinking of her and not the father I wanted to goad and the mother I wanted to be returned to us.

				‘You were brave to contact me!’ she wrote. ‘Julian had told me about you and Ig when he responded to my first letter to him. I wish I’d been the one brave enough to have made the first move!’ She confessed to having written letters to me she’d thrown away. Each time, she’d torn them up and despaired, feared she might never know us. She never knew how to begin or what she ought to reveal. ‘But please don’t misunderstand,’ she wrote. ‘I’d been desperate to contact you! I wanted to know you and Ig and know where I came from!! I wanted to find my real family. I always had a part of myself missing and I’m happier beyond words that you’ve been the one to make the first move!’

				‘PS,’ she said, ‘I’d love to meet up!!!’

				I wrote back immediately. The quicker I did it, the less painful it might be; like yanking out a stubborn hair. I’d agree to meet her. Get it over with. No more than three lines: a thank-you for returning my letter so quickly, suggesting a week next Thursday for lunch, asking her if she knew a restaurant. I sent the letter off before anyone found it.

				When my father came in from his office, I said nothing. I told him about my audition, about saying something stupid to the director, about how packed the bus home was, but I said nothing about the fact I’d arranged to meet this daughter who he surely hoped would remain a piece of his past.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				the meeting

				An estuary of tarmac in the town centre, lined on each side with red-brick buildings. A high street solicitor’s office, a sandwich shop, municipal offices, then a single gap where a building had been knocked out, a tooth missing in an otherwise perfectly preserved Victorian smile. Eunice had written back, saying she’d be driving a Mini Metro, teal in colour.

				Ig hadn’t wanted to come. All the way to St Albans he complained. ‘You shouldn’t have gone poking about in his things,’ he said. ‘Not everything’s a conspiracy against you. There may have been a good reason he wanted to keep things quiet.’

				‘I was thinking of Mum,’ I said.

				Ig snorted. ‘Let’s just listen to the radio and forget about it.’

				I turned it up to drown him out. We listened to a competition: ‘guess which year’ from the songs they played. We were still listening as Eunice’s teal Mini Metro beetled around the corner. She slotted into a parking space in one go.

				I watched her in the distance fighting to get out of the car. The wind wanted to carry everything away with it. I hadn’t realised the strength of it. The trench coat she held whipped the air. Dust danced around her feet. She abandoned the idea of an umbrella altogether. She threw it back inside, slamming the door behind her. The whole car shook. A string of pink plastic roses with neon-green leaves, tangled around the rear-view mirror, swung gently. She walked in my direction, across the tarmac towards the white estate car I’d told her Ig and I would be in. I felt the wind. It whirled around the buildings with a low drone. I shuffled my feet against the beads of gravel. I felt a knot tighten in my stomach.

				Eunice saw me. She waved, beginning to walk more purposefully, smiling all the time, bright and perky. I stayed where I was, just watching her. Cheerful, friendly, flammable. She came towards me, all synthetic cerise sweater and bubblegum-pink lipstick. Wispy hair, a mouse-coloured frizz, pinned with two grips decorated with fabric roses. The clips pulled her hair flat against her head, then let it bush out at the back. Clicking across the tarmac in mid-heels that didn’t seem right, as if they should have belonged to someone older. A crystal heart stitched into her sweater glittered as the light hit it. When she reached me, she just stood there, stopping my attempt at a smile with the intensity of her bright blue gaze.

				‘Eunice,’ I said, feeling my voice falter. My mouth refused to make the shape of a smile, no matter how hard I tried. I just stared, words sticking in my throat. I must defuse the moment with a smile. A new sister! Shouldn’t I be happy? Wasn’t that the normal reaction? Couldn’t I at least appear pleased? But I felt stunned, caught in that brief moment of stillness between being hit and realising you’ve been hit.

				Eunice gulped away a breath. Eyes fixed on to mine. Her hands shook at her side. She obviously wasn’t lying about where she’d come from. That nose, those diamond-shaped nostrils made her so obviously my father’s child. I could see the biology of it.

				‘I’m overwhelmed,’ she said finally, opening her arms. ‘Wow.’ She looked me over again, up and down the length of me, gathering herself. ‘Should we hug?’ She pulled me into an embrace. Wisps of her hair tickled my cheek. I wanted to push her away. ‘I’ve imagined this moment my whole life and now I don’t know what to say,’ she said.

				‘Me neither,’ I replied.

				‘Siblings! Real siblings!’ She threw her hands out beside her, laughed, a shot of incredulous, happy laughter. A tear rolled down her cheek. She dabbed at herself, then grabbed my arm in her hand and held it. ‘My life’s always been a jigsaw, with a piece missing.’ Her lip wobbled, she seemed to be trying to compose herself, but couldn’t. The tears overcame her.

				Ig stepped out of the car, moving towards us in a determined kind of way as if he’d made a conscious decision to seem confident and welcoming. Eunice seemed unsure as Ig zoomed towards her with his arms thrown open, like a child being an aeroplane in the school playground. Her face tried to register him, as if she hadn’t known he’d be with me, trying to work out who he was.

				They looked an odd pair as they hugged. She, all decked out in pink, shivering with nerves, sniffing away tears, and he, thin like a stalk of bamboo. He was so tall and skinny, he could have swayed in the wind, bent almost double with each gust, rooted only by his great lumps of feet. His hands were enormous and seemed incongruous, out of proportion. They splayed all across Eunice’s back, his arms like thick tentacles sucking her in towards him. I heard him tell her there was no need to cry. His hair stuck up like old hay.

				We stood together, the three of us, making a triangle. I stared at the mascara streaked down Eunice’s face and loathed myself. Ig looked as if he’d been slapped. The wind battered us for a few moments longer until Eunice told us she’d booked a table for lunch somewhere nearby.

				Inside the restaurant we shuffled along the brown suedette banquette. The waitress handed me a menu, still damp from being wiped clean.

				‘Lovely fabric,’ Eunice said, smoothing her hand over the seat. ‘Nice like suede but it doesn’t stain. Mike and I have suedette on the sofa at home, but in deep purple.’ She paused, holding our gaze, as if she needed to gather our attention for her to say something terribly important. ‘Purple, along with pink, is one of my favourite colours.’

				Would that be it? I wondered. Exchanging the colours we liked, the foods we ate, lie-ins or up early, pubs or bars: the whole of our lives condensed into preferences.

				‘And we chose scatter cushions in chocolate,’ Eunice said. ‘I’ve loved doing the house up. We’ve only been married six months and the place is totally done. I got obsessed. Completely obsessed.’ She pored over the menu. ‘I’d bought all the magazines, watched all the programmes. Mike got sick of paint charts and fabric swatches. I told him we could have a weekend away when the house was done. I just wanted to get it right.’

				Mike had owned the flat before he met Eunice, apparently. She stripped it out when she moved in and started again. Ditched the plastic leather sofa, the enormous television, the black metal shelves. ‘The flat’s contemporary and I like something more homely. I don’t like sterile. I filled it with colour. Accent walls, a huge purple sofa, the cushions.’ She kept talking, describing all the things she’d done, the colours she’d chosen and why, the fight she’d had with the downstairs neighbour over the wooden floors she wanted to install, how the new floors were her way of stamping her identity on the home Mike had bought as a single man.

				A girl who’d stepped from childhood to adulthood in one go. All the sensible choices. Job, flat, husband. No drama school for her. No imagining she was a carrot working its way through the digestive tract of an anxious rabbit. She’d never spent an hour and a half being a chair. Hadn’t pretended to give birth to triplets on a metal trolley borrowed from the catering department. She hadn’t spent days staring at the bottom of a wine glass trying to make an internal map of the feelings she could draw on for her work.

				‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m talking too much. It’s because I’m nervous.’

				I wanted to run away from this sticky restaurant, past the tables laminated with the previous day’s food, push past the staff in their short-sleeved black shirts with aprons tied around their middles. Pocket for pad, pen, cloth, bottle of cleaning spray – if only they’d use it. I could pelt outwards into the fresh air, drink it in, gulp it down. Anything to get out of this stale, dim restaurant with its vinegar-scented air. Next to us, a table was littered with ketchup, crumbs, screwed up napkins. That particular aftermath of a lunch with children. Half-eaten mouthfuls, soggy morsels of bread, remnants of chewed chips. I kept looking at the exit, while Eunice kept looking at me, all happiness and incredulity. Beaming. We were really here!!!

				She could smile but I couldn’t. Something wrong with me. Did I have a blockage on the pathway that ruled human connection? A faulty synapse so that I knew, in an abstract way, how I ought to feel but my neurons were impeded. While I was here, and Eunice was there, nothing formed a bridge between us. Surely if I could pretend to be a carrot, I could pretend to be a sister. But she wasn’t a sister. No way close to it. Rather a stranger, who I didn’t want to touch, or hear, or see, pondering whether she ought to have chicken or fish. If I were normal, wouldn’t the neurons be galloping, wouldn’t they make me leap over the table towards her, thrust us together, fuse us into one glorious, happy, healthy family? Wouldn’t we be gaily enjoying a third hug, the way they do on the television?

				It seemed so one-sided. Was she even telling the truth? Could she honestly know in an instant that we were her siblings, then christen the moment with tears?

				I studied her some more, taking the chance while her eyes ran over the menu. A flesh, blood and bone betrayal of Ig, my mother and me sitting in front of me, deciding that she might skip the main course and go straight to dessert because she could only eat sweet things when she felt overwhelmed.

				Nothing on the menu tempted me. Not the chicken goujons, the deep-fried brie, or the burgers. I wondered why I’d thought lunch was a good idea.

				‘Can you recommend something?’ I said to Eunice.

				‘The breaded chicken’s good,’ she said. ‘Mike always has that. It comes with wedges.’

				‘What are the salads like?’ I asked.

				‘Diet?’ said Eunice. ‘I was like that before my wedding. Watching my figure like a hawk.’ Then she paused as if looking at me anew. ‘No. You’re an actress, aren’t you? Julian told me in his letter. He and I met once, a couple of years ago, but he asked me not to contact you both. He didn’t elaborate. He just said it was a bad time for the family. He said he’d tell you about me one day, when he felt the time was right. Look at your lovely thick hair. You are gorgeous,’ she said. ‘You look like an actress. I was thrilled when your dad told me that. I couldn’t believe my luck. An actress! Boring old me, with an actress for a half-sister.’

				‘That’s kind of you,’ I said.

				I picked at a plate of iceberg lettuce gone brown at the edges – it came with raspberry dressing. Eunice had a cheesecake. ‘I shouldn’t,’ she said. ‘But I need it for my nerves.’

				‘You’re young to be married,’ I said.

				‘Married by twenty-two. I suppose it is young,’ she said. ‘The thing is, when you don’t have a family, a proper one, you crave it. It’s all I wanted in life. A home, a family. To have two children who knew where they belonged. Then I met Mike and I just thought, this is it. He’s my family.’ She moved backwards for the waitress to place an enormous slab of cake in front of her. ‘I knew instantly with Mike,’ she said.

				‘You work in a shop?’

				‘I’m the manager. I order the goods in, arrange where they go. I’m quite creative. I can see where I get it from now. I love doing the window displays. We’re the most popular gift shop in St Albans.’ Eunice sprayed aerosol snow at Christmas, scattered small chicks across fake grass at Easter and tied huge pink bows for Valentine’s Day. Mike’s mother owned the shop. ‘It’s an ideal job for me,’ said Eunice. ‘Apart from the Saturday girl, I’m there all on my own, able to run things almost as I want.’

				Eunice paused, a naughty twinkle about her. ‘I bet I was a shock.’

				‘Yes.’

				‘It’s not your fault, Eunice,’ Ig said.

				‘I must have come out of the blue.’

				We nodded.

				Eunice dug the prongs of her fork into the cheesecake and licked. She didn’t take full mouthfuls, just sucked at the fork in between gulps of wine. I looked at the crystal heart, at the hair grips, at her wide eyes. I abandoned the idea of eating the salad when I found a thick blond hair coiled around a piece of the goat’s cheese. I pushed the plate away.

				‘She’s not with us any more.’

				‘Oh,’ replied Eunice. ‘Can I ask—’

				‘She died. Almost three years ago.’

				Eunice drew breath to ask another question, but I spoke before she could.

				‘She had an accident.’

				‘Oh,’ replied Eunice, before going back to talking about her own life. She told us about Judy and John, her adoptive parents, about St Albans. She loved John, but not Judy. ‘We don’t get on. We fell out after some very unkind things she said to me before my wedding. Things about my past. And since my father died last year, I can’t see the point of her.’

				We both nodded. She took after my father, I thought. Her inability to self-edit, the endless talking. A female version of him without the smoothed edges.

				When we’d finished eating, Ig refused her attempt to pay, ‘It’s the least we can do,’ he said, thrusting her hand out of the way.

				As we got to the door, Eunice turned to us. ‘How do you feel? Now you’ve met me. Do you think we’re going to get on?’

				‘Of course,’ said Ig, putting a hand on her back to guide her through the doorway and out into the fresh air.

				‘I hope so,’ said Eunice, bunching her shoulders up towards her ears. ‘I really do. You both seem really nice,’ she said.
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