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About the Book

Lara Finch is living a lie.

Everyone thinks she has a happy life in Cornwall, married to the devoted Sam, but in fact she is desperately bored.

When she is offered a new job that involves commuting to London by sleeper train, she meets Guy and starts an illicit affair. But then Lara vanishes from the night train without a trace. Only her friend Iris disbelieves the official version of events, and sets out to find her.

For Iris, it is the start of a voyage that will take her further than she’s ever travelled and on to a trail of old crimes and dark secrets.

For Lara, it is the end of a journey that started a long time ago. A journey she must finish, before it destroys her…


For James, Gabe, Seb and Lottie, as always, with lots of love.
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prologue

January

She should have been back two hours ago.

A person could not disappear from a train in the middle of the night, but apparently she had. She got on at Paddington (as far as we knew), but she did not get off at Truro.

‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ I told him. My words hung in the air, improbable and trite. I cast around for an explanation. Once you discounted amnesia and sleepwalking, there were really only two, and neither of them would give her husband any comfort.

‘I hope so.’ His face was crumpled and his eyes seemed to have shrunk back under slightly hooded lids. Everything was sagging as, gradually, he stopped being able to pretend that she might be about to walk in through the door. His face was, somehow, at once both red and grey, patchy and uneven.

I had no idea what to do, and so, once again, I started to make coffee. He was looking at his phone, checking again for messages that might, somehow, have arrived by stealth, even though he had turned the volume right up and called it from the landline, just to see.

‘Next train in seven minutes,’ he reported. I set the coffee pot on the stove, lit the gas under it and left it. I opened a few cupboard doors, looking for something easy, something that he might eat without noticing it.

It was strange being in someone else’s kitchen, flung into what I feared was the very early stage of the total breakdown of the life of a man I didn’t even know. He was halfway off the cliff already, clinging on with his fingers to a flimsy clump of grass.

I put some custard creams on a plate.

The view from here was spectacular, but the only part of it either of us could focus on was the little station in the foreground. As a squeal of brakes announced the imminent arrival of the train, he was on his feet, hands pressed against the glass of the full-length window, staring. He would have forgiven her anything if she appeared now, walking around the end of the train, pulling a little case (I was sure she must have had a little pull-along case; people like her did). He would not have cared where she had been, what she had been doing, and with whom.

It had been cold and crisp this morning, but now the sky was filling with fast-moving clouds. They massed above us, waiting for their moment; the light suddenly changed and, though it was still morning, it was instantly as dark as dusk.

We both waited, suspended, for the seconds it took the two-carriage train to reach the end of the branch line and disgorge its few passengers. Most people had got off the train at Falmouth Town, the stop before this one.

In spite of myself, my heart thumped as four passengers emerged around the end of the platform. A grey-haired couple, all walking clothes, backpacks and hearty sticks, set off determinedly across the car park. They were heading, I was sure, for the coastal path. A young man with a skateboard under his arm sauntered after them, wrapped in heavy jacket, scarf and woolly hat. Finally, there was a woman.

She was about the right age, but she was small and hesitant. As we watched, she looked around and stood at the edge of the car park, waiting for something. She had a bag on her back. We both stared until a car pulled up in front of her, and suddenly she smiled and relaxed and opened the back door to lob her bag inside before sitting in the front.

It was not her. Of course it wasn’t. I no longer expected it to be.

Rain started to splatter, half-sleety, against the window.

‘We need to call the police,’ I told him. He pretended not to have heard.


part one

Lara



chapter one


August


He stands next to me on the balcony and hands me the green mug his horrible mother gave me for Christmas. A train pulls into the station below us. It has two carriages, and thus is the biggest train that will fit alongside that platform.


‘One cup of tea,’ he says, with mock ceremony, and I try not to flinch. ‘I hope it meets with madam’s approval.’


It does not, but I cannot, of course, say so. I cradle it in both hands and try to arrange my features into the right expression. He knows which mugs I like, and he knows that this is emphatically not one of them. I cannot tell him that I care about such trivialities. He would pantomime wide-eyed, reasonable surprise.


‘Thanks,’ I say.


Our forearms touch as we lean on the rail, and we look out across the town. The sun is shining on the train in the station, the docks behind it, the town curved beyond them, hugging the harbour. Light glints off the water out there, and tiny dazzling spots of brightness come and go with the movement of the waves. On the other side of the estuary, the trees and fields and mansions of Flushing are glowing in the heat, unusual even for August. Seagulls stand in formation on the roof of one of the warehouses down at the docks. They are doing the bird equivalent of sunbathing. The almost uncomfortable heat on my skin, the salt in the air which I normally don’t notice, the glimmer of the sun on the water all make me think, suddenly, of long-forgotten childhood holidays.


‘It looks like a picture from a children’s book, doesn’t it?’ I say. ‘Station. Container ships. Warships. Sailing boats. Cars. Lorries. There should be words written underneath it.’ I place them with my hand, under the station car park. ‘“How many different forms of transport can you see …?”’


He is staring at me, not at the things I am pointing at, so I turn my head to look at him.


‘Yes,’ he says. ‘And those grabby things.’ He gestures to the equipment at the docks. ‘And the huge metal things that lift stuff. It’s picture-book heaven.’


I reach out and touch his arm. The hairs on it are springy and blond. Even this exchange has taken us too close to the topic that I am trying to avoid, just because there is nothing more to be said about it. I change the subject, sipping my tea (which, as it so often is, is about half the strength I would make it myself), and gesture at the houses over to our left.


‘And over there. How many different lives can we see? Thousands of homes. All those windows. All the things that go on behind them. I bet there’s weirder stuff happening out there than you could possibly imagine.’


He squints at the houses. ‘Than I could, or anyone?’


‘Anyone,’ I clarify, possibly too quickly.


Sam shifts his cup of tea into his other hand and puts an arm around my shoulders. I lean into him. He is big like a bear, broad but not fat. I have always liked that about him. While I recoil from the idea of being the sort of woman who wants a big strong man to look after her, I do, nonetheless, enjoy his solidity.


‘You remember that my friend’s coming over this afternoon?’ I say. ‘The one I met on the ferry.’


‘Oh yeah. You did say. What’s her name again?’


‘Iris.’


‘Yes. Iris.’


He disapproves. He doesn’t like anyone else being part of our life. We do not really have friends. I have invited Iris over precisely because I want to change that.


‘But this feels like the first time in ages we’ve just hung out,’ he says. He sounds nervous. ‘You know. It’s nice not to have the big conversations all the time. We made our plans and fate laughed in our face.’ I brace myself for the bit about everything happening for a reason. ‘Everything happens for a reason,’ he continues. ‘And I think all this has happened to bring us closer together, and because there’s a child out there somewhere, in China maybe. Or the Himalayas, like you always say. A child who needs us. That’s what’s meant to be, I’m sure of it.’


‘You just changed this into a big conversation.’


‘Oh. Sorry.’


I breathe deeply. ‘That’s OK,’ I say. He has made that little speech hundreds of times before, and maybe he is right. Perhaps infertility and everything else happened for some fuzzy, indefinable reason. Perhaps there is a child on a mountainside in Nepal who is destined to be ours. We don’t have the option of getting on a plane to go and find out. Even Visa, lenders of money to all and sundry, are declining to fund our further adventures.


Sam is right: I always talk about the Himalayas. I always longed to go there, to rent a house on a mountainside and live for months and months in the crisp fresh air, to walk and look and exist. I would do it tomorrow; but even when we had more money than we knew what to do with, I never went because my husband never fancied it. He always diverted me to what he called ‘a proper holiday’.


Perhaps my baby is, indeed, waiting for me out there, but I cannot get to her, or him. The thought is unsettling.


‘I love you,’ he says. ‘We may be all out of money, and all out of options with no child to show for it, but I love you.’


‘I love you too,’ I assure him hastily.


‘Lara.’


We lean into each other, feeling the sun on our bare arms and the tops of our heads, and stare out at the view and drink our tea. There is not much else to say.


I want to scream, and sometimes I do. On occasion, I scream as loudly as I can, but never when Sam is in the house. When he is anywhere nearby, I keep the angst repressed and internal. I cannot tell him anything close to the truth, and so, I suppose, our marriage is not what he thinks it is. He thinks we are solidly in love, battered but optimistic, ready to start on our new journey, one we did not foresee but whose destination is all the more wonderful for that. He thinks we will always be together, here in Cornwall, hundreds of miles from our two difficult families. He thinks we are a unit.


I would rather be single. I cannot possibly say that. I am secretly glad that we didn’t manage to have that baby. He would be heartbroken to hear it. Nothing in particular has happened: neither of us has been unfaithful, and he has never been anything worse to me than incredibly, cringingly annoying. I married the wrong man, with an inkling at the time that that was what I was doing, and so it is my fault and I am stuck.


I wonder what he would say if he knew that I have always had an escape plan, always a bag packed and ready to go at a moment’s notice. It is not because of him, but all the same, it is telling.


I convinced myself that the baby, if it arrived, would solve everything by giving me a new focus and something to love. I knew, really, that life does not work that way. It is lucky for the baby that he or she never made it.


Half an hour later I laugh out loud as I realise I look like the world’s most submissive housewife: I am taking two halves of a cake out of the oven, using floral-patterned oven gloves and wearing a frilly apron, a cheap appropriation of the Cath Kidston effect. I feel like an interloper in someone else’s life. I am a creature from science fiction, wearing an earth body to disguise my true self. Inside is someone Sam barely knows at all. The creature within is ugly and angry, cold and frustrated and mocking. I strive to keep it hidden because Sam does not deserve what would come with its unleashing.


The truth is, I do not love my husband. I do not love him at all. I like him, on a good day. I can see that he is a far better person than I am, and this makes me despise him all the more. It also, somehow, stops me leaving him. I hate the tea he makes: it is warm watery milk, coloured beige by the briefest of flirtations with a tea bag. When I drink it I wince in secret, but I knock it back because after five years of trying to get him to make it the way I like it, I have given up.


When he calls a crane a ‘huge metal thing that lifts stuff’ with ‘a grabby thing’ on the end, I want to run, screaming, all the way back to London. I am married to a man who calls a phone charger ‘the pluggy-in thing’, and the remote control ‘the buttony thing for the telly’. This, once almost an endearing habit, is now an affectation that drives me to the brink of homicide. I have to clench my teeth and force myself not to say anything, again and again and again.


For years I suggested a trekking holiday in Nepal, but even though he knew it was the thing I wanted more than anything else in the world, he repeatedly found reasons why it couldn’t be done: a hypochondriacal ‘bad knee’, an aversion to altitude, not enough time off work to make it worthwhile. He always steered me towards beaches, to the Canaries or France; but we have beaches here, and anyway, beaches are boring. I want mountains.


The two halves of the cake are perfectly cooked. That is because when we moved to Cornwall from London we still had money, so we bought a top-of-the-range Smeg cooker. We had no idea that we were about to pour all our savings into three fruitless cycles of IVF. If we had, I would have made do with an oven that was thousands of pounds cheaper, and it would have been fine, though these particular cakes might have been a little less springy.


It never occurred to either of us that nature might not fall in with our plans. We were, in our own eyes, successful and fabulous super-people who made things happen. We were London professionals moving to a little house above Falmouth Docks, to start a family. Sam wanted us to have a girl, then a boy, and then a third child (no gender preference). They were going to be blond and wholesome, learning to sail in little dinghies and playing rounders on the beach.


I tip the two cakes on to the wire cooling rack, and put the tins in the sink to soak. I am good at this Earth stuff. No one watching me would ever suspect. It is lonely, being an evil alien in disguise.


Iris has a boyfriend she’s ambivalent about, too. That was what drew me to her. We recognised it in each other; I am sure we did. That is why I have baked her these cakes.


I sometimes wish I loved him, but if I loved him I would not be myself. I would rather be myself, living a lie, trying to screw up the courage to do the right thing, than the simpering housewife he needs.


When the kitchen is tidy, and Sam, I see from the balcony, is in the garden below, cutting the grass, I rush to check my email. Once again, the only contact from the outside world comes from my trusted friend moneysupermarket.com.


I sit down and start typing. My heart pumps so hard that I feel it throughout my whole body.


Leon, I write. Any news? L x


Then I send it, and delete it from the sent messages folder. Sam would never go through my email account, but I like to be safe.


The doorbell rings at exactly half past three, and when I open the door and see Iris, I grin, suddenly happy. If I do not talk properly to someone soon, I will probably murder my husband in his sleep.


She is wearing a floaty skirt with bare legs, and a bicycle helmet is swinging from her arm. Her hair is long and thick and tangled. It is dark brown, but blond at the ends.


‘Did you cycle in that skirt?’ I say, instead of hello.


‘You know, I didn’t even think about it. If anyone was at all interested in the view, good luck to them. I’m pretty sure, though, that they weren’t.’


‘Come in.’


I see women out in town, school-mum types, the sort of arty women who can manage to live here and scrape a professional living as a designer or a writer or an illustrator, and I think, often, that I would be immensely happier if I had a group of friends like that. We could sit in the Town House bar, just at the bottom of the hill, and drink cocktails and bottles of Pinot Grigio, and laugh about our annoying husbands. That is what people do.


Iris is my first step in that direction. She is, I think, around my age, or possibly a little older. I like her eccentricity. I know she has that boyfriend, the one she finds exasperating. I have not met him yet, but I would like to.


She is looking at me with a small smile, and I wonder what she sees. Does she see the perfect little blonde housewife, wearing her cotton dress and leggings, putting the kettle on and carrying an impeccable Victoria sponge to the table next to the window in the house with the view? Or does she glimpse the evil murderous alien? I want to ask.


‘How are you?’ I say, since I can’t.


‘Oh, fine,’ she replies. ‘Great, actually. The bike blows the cobwebs away.’ She puts her fingers through her hair and tugs at a tangle.


‘It’s quite hilly, isn’t it?’


She nods. ‘That’s the point. You kill yourself getting up some precipice, then have the joy of freewheeling down as fast as you dare, and you’re halfway up the next one before you slow down. It takes nerves of steel in the traffic, but it’s worth it. I didn’t cycle for years, because I was afraid, and then I thought, you know, sod it. Who cares? I just did it one day and it’s been brilliant.’


I look around. Sam is still outside.


‘Look, I’ve made a cake. All those years of university paid off. We could have a cup of tea, or would you prefer a glass of Prosecco?’


I know that she can tell what I want from my expression, and happily she obliges.


‘Well, Prosecco would be lovely,’ she says, ‘if you’re sure.’


‘Oh, I am.’


‘No one seems to mind if you’re tipsy in charge of a bike. There’s almost certainly a law against it, but the only person you’re going to hurt is yourself, I suppose. The police, luckily, have better things to do.’


‘Does your boyfriend cycle?’


She nods a little nod. ‘Used to. Not so much these days. He’s … well, he’s a bit of a recluse now.’


I want to know more, but instead I open the bottle, which gives a pleasing ‘pop’, and we sit down. When Sam and I bought this house, our future family home, it had swirly carpets and a gorgeously dated seaside feel. We did the minimum of work, because I liked it the way it was. All the same, the carpets had to go, and varnished floorboards arrived. The Artex went, and plasterwork took its place. The horrible fireplace was wrenched out (slightly against my better judgement: it was so nearly horrible enough to be cool), and the inevitable wood burner now occupies its space. The house is lovely, as prisons go. It is nice to show it to someone.


When we had children we were going to extend, to make more bedrooms and a playroom and a tree house and all sorts of other things. Sam used to fantasise about sticky fingerprints on the windows; but the windows have remained pristine.


‘This is glorious.’ Iris is looking at the view.


‘You never really get used to it, because it’s different every day.’


‘I bet. If I lived here I’d just stare out of the window all the time.’


‘That’s pretty much what I do.’


She laughs, but I am serious. I have nothing else to do. I haven’t even been able to find an admin job. Every time I apply for anything, they come back with the same word: ‘overqualified’. Yet there is nothing for which my qualifications would be any use. Every job in my field, in property development and architecture, is already taken. I have flirted with the idea of Asda, but Sam has stopped me.


‘How’s the proofreading going?’ I am pleased that I remember that. Iris and I met on the ferry to St Mawes one afternoon. We got talking in an idle way, and discovered that both of us were going over there on a whim, just for the boat trip. When we got there we walked around in the harsh wind, and her hair blew all over her face and even mine started to escape from its grips and pins. Then we went and sat in a dark little pub up a side road and drank bottled lager. It was random, and transgressive, and I liked it.


‘Oh, fine,’ she says. ‘I like working from home. Being able to set my own hours, take control of my work life.’ Her face creases right up when she laughs, and this makes me think of a baby laughing. ‘That sounds like I’m operating sex lines, doesn’t it? Or posing on the end of a webcam. I specialise in legal books. Rock and roll. But it’s going fine, thanks. I should keep a diary. It would be the world’s most boring document. Every day just precisely the same.’


‘I used to keep a diary,’ I tell her. ‘Back when my life was interesting. You can’t reread a diary, though, can you? Not without cringing mightily. But your work must be satisfying, in a way?’


‘Yeah. Some days. You have to get in the right frame of mind. I have the radio on all the time, BBC 6, so there’s music going constantly, but also – and this is a key thing for me – my boyfriend’s around too. Laurie. He works from home as well, so there’s just enough company. We both like the music. It’s a cosy little world. You could say boring, but it suits me.’


I hand her a glass of Prosecco. ‘Cheers,’ I say.


‘Cheers,’ she responds.


I sip the drink, and in that instant I know that I could become dependent on alcohol too easily. It would be so logical, to slip into a habit of drinking every afternoon.


‘So it’s just the two of you?’ I say. ‘Like us. Sam and me.’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘You get pulled into your own little world, don’t you?’


‘Do you find it gets stifling?’


‘I think I’m a hermit at heart, and Laurie is more so. Me and him and the cats. It’s not for everyone, but it works for us. If I’d been born in a different era, I’d have been great as a nun in a closed order, or a wild woman living in a cave on a mountainside.’


‘You live in your cave in Budock.’


‘I do.’


‘But not on your own.’


‘No.’


‘How many cats?’


‘Just two.’ She looks at me. ‘Did you think I was going to say eighteen?’


‘I wondered.’


‘Happily things haven’t got to that point. Desdemona and Ophelia. Our tragic heroines. They like a bit of drama. That’s enough for me.’


Sam clumps into the room.


‘Afternoon, ladies!’ His plain white T-shirt is sticking sweatily to him. Only Sam would wear a plain white T-shirt. It worked on John Travolta back in the day, but on my husband it signals a lack of imagination.


‘Sam.’ I stand up and put a hand on his arm. I often, I realise with a flash of insight, put a hand on his arm. It is a way of showing willing, as far as contact is concerned, while keeping it as minimal as possible. ‘Sam, this is Iris. Iris, my husband, Sam.’


He reaches out to shake her hand, but she stands up and kisses him on the cheek.


‘You two met on the boat,’ he tells her. ‘Lara said. You’re hitting the stuff with the bubbles, I see!’


Iris is making a polite reply of some sort when I hear my mobile ringing. Its old-fashioned ringtone cuts through the air, and I run towards it. My phone rarely rings.


I look at the name on the screen. Then I snatch it up and run outside on to the balcony. My heart is pumping.


‘Leon.’ I close the door firmly behind me. The air is cold but crisp. ‘How are you?’


‘Lara,’ says my godfather, the man who knows me properly. ‘Skip the small talk. Are you sure this is what you want?’


He has got it. I know it from his tone.


‘Yes. Please, Leon. I have to. I can’t carry on like this.’


I stare at Sam, watch him take a nervous sip from my glass, cut himself an enormous slice of cake. He sits down and visibly racks his brains for questions to ask the strange woman at his dining table. I wish he wouldn’t resent her presence quite so obviously.


‘Then I’ve got something for you.’


‘Tell me,’ I say.


As I stare out at a purplish cloud advancing visibly up the estuary, he starts to speak, and a future begins to unfurl.




chapter two


I practise saying it, locked in the bathroom.


‘I’ve got a job,’ I tell my reflection. I like the feel of it in my mouth. I can barely conceive of the potential it holds. I hate the way Sam is going to react.


I need to tell him now. He knows I’m jumpy about something. He knew from the moment I finished speaking to Leon, went back to the table and drained my Prosecco in one gulp.


‘What’s up, Lara?’ he keeps asking, and I say ‘nothing’, with one of my big shiny smiles.


‘I’ve got a job.’ I say it again, to my reflection. She looks sombre as she says the words, but her eyes are alight with the whole new world that is revealing itself before her. I make her practise saying it properly. Having a job is a good thing. I force myself to add the salient part: ‘I’ve got a job, and it’s in London.’


‘Lara?’


I flush the loo, as cover, and pin up a couple of stray strands of hair. Iris has gone home. She went suddenly, when I whispered to her that I had to tell Sam something. She probably thinks I’m pregnant: I will fix that later.


‘Coming!’ I call.


I have a job, and it’s in London. The reality of that is astonishing.


I am a Londoner and I am craving it. I was born there, and I grew up there. Sam and I met there, and we lived there for three years, before deciding in a sudden flurry that the reason I was not getting pregnant was because we were spending hours every day on the Tube. It was, we reasoned, the environment, rather than us. It was all the other people, pushing and shoving and hurrying us along. It was the lipstick and the shopping and the pollution, the buses that chugged past our Battersea bedroom with all the people on the top deck at eye level looking in, the dashes into Sainsbury’s Local to grab dinner on the way home, the fact that walking round the park was nice, but it was no substitute for getting out of town.


And there was, of course, the old cliché: as Londoners, we rarely went to the theatre, the galleries, the museums.


Now that we live in Cornwall, a trip to the capital would be a treat: we haven’t been for a year and a half. It is intoxicating, full of possibilities. There are so many possibilities there for me, now. I am consumed with them.


The move was, naturally, his idea. One Sunday morning, he came downstairs, wearing pyjama bottoms and one of his many white T-shirts, and found me poring over a piece of work.


‘What time did you get up?’ he asked, moving blearily towards the coffee machine.


‘I don’t know.’ I remember making an effort to focus on him, to smile. ‘Five-ish I think. I’ve done loads. I’m nearly finished.’


‘Oh, Lara.’


I turned to look at him. He had his back to me as he poured himself a cup of lukewarm coffee. I loved working early in the mornings. He never understood that. I told him and told him but he always looked at me knowingly, and assumed I was putting on a brave face.


‘What?’ I made an effort and pushed my work away. He came and sat at the table with me. I picked up my coffee, even though it was cold, and cradled it for a vestige of comfort.


‘Lara,’ he said again. His face was crumpled with sleep. ‘This is no good. You know? If we’re going to start a family, if it’s going to happen for us, and it is. It’s only been a few months. We need to lead less stressful lives. We need to get out of London. There’s a job advertised that I could go for.’


I sighed. Sam had always had a tendency to come up with grand schemes, and this, as far as I could see, was another.


‘What’s the job?’ I was expecting it to be something dull, in Hampshire or Surrey.


He smiled.


‘It’s at a luxury yacht builders, in Falmouth. I’ve been reading up on Falmouth. It would be a great place to live. Absolutely perfect for a family.’


I laughed at that. ‘Right. We’ll go and live in Falmouth. Just like that. Where is Falmouth, anyway? Devon? What will I do?’


He got up and came to stand behind my chair. He leaned down and encircled me with his arms.


‘Cornwall,’ he said, into my hair. ‘And you, my darling, will have a baby.’


‘Sure,’ I said lightly. ‘You get the job, then. And we’ll give it a go.’


I did not expect for one second that it would actually happen, as smoothly as if it had been preordained, or I would have been less flippant. Sam was offered the job, and we moved here. The shipbuilders wanted him to start as soon as possible, and within no time we sold our house (luckily for us, at the top of the market, though at the time it seemed as though prices were going to stay on the upward trajectory for ever), left our London jobs and drove west. When we reached the west, we drove west some more, and after that, we carried on driving west. Eventually, twenty or so miles short of the furthest possible westerly point, we parked outside our new house and started our new life.


I like life in Cornwall, in lots of ways. I love Falmouth. If I had a family and a job to keep my brain working, I could be content here. There are beaches and fields, woods and little shops. You can catch a train to bigger places, easily. I often quite like the feeling of being remote from most of the rest of the country. It is not Falmouth that’s remote, it’s everything else.


However, being here, just me and Sam, without a baby, without any close friends, without a job, is no good at all. Now we are closer to forty than we are to thirty, and I am not living like this indefinitely. Falmouth is fine. I am fine. Sam and I, wherever we were, would not, any longer, be fine.


He is upstairs, because our house is upside down, built on the side of a hill. I find him in the kitchen, washing up Prosecco glasses and cake plates.


‘Hey,’ he says. ‘There you are.’


‘We didn’t finish that bottle.’ I take it out of the fridge and hold it up to the light. ‘Let’s do it. Go on.’


His laugh is slightly nervous. ‘It’s not even five o’clock, Lara, and you’ve already had plenty. Seriously?’


‘Yes. Come on. I’ll dry those glasses. Here you go.’


‘What’s the matter?’


I was going to sit him down and tell him carefully, but in the event I just blurt it out.


‘Leon phoned earlier,’ I tell him. ‘You know that. While Iris was here. Sam, I’ve been offered a job. In London, working with Sally’s company. Doing exactly what I used to do. They’ve asked me to come on board for a development project in Southwark. Changing old warehouses into flats, retail, all the stuff I used to do. I’ll be the development manager, and do my old job, essentially. All they’ve done is buy the site. The rest of it – team, designs, all the political stuff with making it happen – will be mine. Everything I’m good at. It’ll be a six-month contract. Short-term.’


I stop, look at him, and wait.


‘No way.’


I knew it. ‘Think about it, Sam. The money is going to be amazing. Six months. It’s not for ever.’


‘But it’s in London. I can’t leave my job. So we can’t go and live in London for half a year, can we?’


I gulp down a bubbly mouthful: it tastes thin and metallic.


‘You can’t leave your job,’ I agree, sounding like the most reasonable woman in the world. ‘But I can commute. I’ll stay at Olivia’s or with my parents. There’s a train. A night train. I could catch it up there on a Sunday night and come home on a Friday night. We’ll have a brilliant time at the weekends.’


‘No.’ His voice is flat. ‘Lara, that’s just not an option. We moved out of London to get away from all that. We’re going to adopt. You’re not going back to the rat race. Why on earth do they want you to turn your life upside down to do that, rather than use one of the thousands of qualified people in London who could do the job? You say that it’s everything you’re good at, but actually that stuff is what you used to be good at. We’ve moved on from those days, thank God.’


It is important, I feel, that he does not realise how this makes me feel.


‘I want to do it.’ I keep my voice flat calm. ‘I miss using my brain, Sam. I failed at having a baby. This is something I know I can do. I am still good at my job. I can’t get work down here. I want to work. And, the main thing is this: we can come out of that half-year with our debts paid off.’


I am going to take that job, even if I have to leave him. I am hot with guilt at this secret. I almost hope he says no. Then I will get to leave.


‘Oh, Lara.’ When he says that, my victory is tangible.


I knock my drink back. He does the same. He looks at me with mournful eyes. I have disappointed him, again. Outside, the sun glints off the water. Two pigeons land on the balcony railing. The crane swings around, carrying a huge square container bearing who knows what off the deck of a massive ship that has come from who knows where.


In the early hours of the morning, as the world outside is just starting to stir, I snap wide awake. Sam is turned towards me, snoring gently, his face pink and creased from the pillow.


I am going to London. My life will be busy. I will be on the move constantly. It will not, in any sense, be the easy option. I will have to work like I used to work, and after my years outside the workforce I’ll need to prove myself. Going to London will mean throwing myself into being a professional woman again; it will mean looking immaculate, being poised and confident, working with plans and with people. My job will be to make things happen. All of this feels, from this distance, like diving into a refreshing pool on a hot day.


The birds outside are making such a racket that I cannot believe that he, and everyone else, is sleeping through it. The sun creeps around the edge of the blind and lights the room perfectly.


Our bedroom is small. You have to squeeze past the bed to get to the cupboard. We were going to extend the whole of the downstairs of this topsy-turvy house, when we had a family. This room would have become bigger, and there would have been paraphernalia. I know exactly what it would have involved, because we used to talk about it all the time. We read books and planned what was going to go where. There would have been a Moses basket, a changing table. The changing table would have had a shelf under it, and on the shelf would have been a little pile of folded Babygros and tiny cardigans.


Sam wanted a baby because he’s a normal human being. I wanted a baby because it felt like the best chance I was going to get, now, of loving someone passionately and all-consumingly.


I stare at him asleep in the soft morning light. This is so intimate that I feel I shouldn’t be doing it, but I prop myself on my elbow and carry on. He is vulnerable, unconscious, and I remind myself to think only kind thoughts since he is unaware of me.


He will be asleep in this bed on his own six nights a week for six months. After that, surely, we will know what to do.


If I left, I tell him silently, you would meet someone else in no time. You would meet the kind of woman you need. You might end up having a child with her, because there is nothing wrong with your sperm count. There is nothing wrong with any of my bits either, supposedly. It simply never happened.


You should never have married me. I send that fact into his head, using telepathy. You would have been happy with a wife who adored you, not someone who clung on to you like a life raft on a stormy sea and then wished she could cast you aside and move on when she reached land. By that point, it was too late. I should, as ever, have listened to Leon’s advice. Leon warned me not to marry him.


‘He’s great for you right now,’ he said, after his first meeting with Sam. ‘But for Christ’s sake, Lara. Don’t marry him. He’ll bore you senseless because he’s too nice. Like that Olly bloke, but at least this one wouldn’t do the dirty on you. You’d end up doing it on him.’


He was wrong about that part, at least.


More and more, I find myself imagining the woman he should be with. I try to picture his second wife. I looked at Iris today, wondering if she would do, but I knew she wouldn’t. Iris has a boyfriend, but she also has secrets. She keeps huge parts of herself hidden. Sam needs a wife who has as few demons as he does.


The ideal Mrs Finch would have had a happy childhood, and she would not be professionally ambitious. She would be longing to dedicate herself to her family, and she would enjoy looking after the house. She would be organised and appreciative and she would think Sam was the sexiest, most fascinating person ever born.


She and I would not be friends.


I have, intermittently, attempted and pretended to be her. Nowadays I find myself seeking her out, like women in magazine articles who know they are going to die and start looking for their husband’s next wife and their children’s new mother before they go. It is weird when they do it, and it’s even weirder of me, what with us being happily married and everything, and also because of the fact that the children never existed.


I wish I had a reason to leave. I wish I could accept that I have a handsome, caring, lovely husband who adores me, and settle down. I need one or other of those things to happen.


I will go to London. That way, things might shift and settle and be all right. Alternatively, we might drift apart and separate by mutual agreement, with no rancour or blame. This is the stuff my daydreams are made of.


I get out of bed as quietly as I can, and tiptoe upstairs to put the kettle on and watch the sunrise.




chapter three


September


Sam insists on driving me to Truro for my first Sunday-night train. He is so ostentatiously sad that I find myself, perversely, wanting to laugh. I would have preferred to go in on the branch line from the Docks station behind our house, but I could see that it meant a lot to him, and so I gave in quickly.


He is almost in tears when we say goodbye, at the ticket barrier at Truro.


‘You take care,’ he says. ‘OK? Promise me you’ll stay in touch all the time. I wish I could come with you.’


I smile and kiss him. ‘Don’t be silly,’ I say, mock-stern. I can be as nice as anybody now. ‘You work to pay the mortgage and the bills. I’ll work to pay off the credit cards. I’ll be back on Saturday morning. We’ll have a wonderful weekend. Every weekend. Sam! No being gloomy, OK? I won’t be here to cheer you up. Make sure you go out to the pub and all of that. See your friends. Go for a run. Keep busy, and I’ll be back before you know it.’


He buries his face in my hair. ‘Yes, miss,’ he says, with exaggerated meekness. ‘I know. And start the processes for adopting from abroad.’


‘Sure. Right. I’m going to go. There’s no point us standing here being sad. Bye, honey.’ He needs me to say that I love him. I know he does. He deserves to hear it. I cannot go without saying it. I draw in a deep breath. ‘I love you, OK?’


I say it quietly, into his shoulder, but his relief is horribly obvious.


‘Thank you, my darling,’ he says, and I can hear his smile. ‘Thank you.’


When the train draws in, I know he is still in the ticket hall, staring through the window. I find coach E, berth 23, its door open.


My little cabin is smaller than I expected, with just a bottom bunk (to my relief), a basin which I find under a lid, a mirror, a transparent bag containing toiletries, some bits of mesh stuck to the wall to put things in. There is a TV screen on the wall in the perfect position for lazy bed-bound viewing, and nothing else.


Everything about this tiny room is efficient and clean. The bed, made up with a surprisingly luxurious duvet with a crisp white cover, is narrow but pleasing. For a moment, I gaze around with nothing but the purest pleasure.


The blind is closed in preparation for the night. If I opened it, I would probably be able to see Sam through the window. He would be scanning the train, looking for me.


I close the door instead, and sit on the bed. With a little judder, the train starts to move.


It is ten o’clock. I have to be at work in the morning. I need to go straight to sleep.


There is a mirror on the wall, near the basin, and another on the back of the door. I look different, on the train. In Falmouth, I am a wife, not-a-mother, a nice woman who volunteers for things when she can drum up the energy and the requisite number of smiles. The moment I stepped on to this train, however, I became a commuter.


When someone knocks on the door, I am alarmed and annoyed. My first thought is that Sam has secretly booked himself on to the train to surprise me. I pray that he has not, and hate myself for it.


I open the door, because I can hardly pretend I’m not here. A woman with short curly hair and a ruddy complexion leans on the door frame, looking at her list.


‘Hello, my love,’ she says cheerfully. ‘Miss Finch, isn’t it? Yes? Can I just have a look at your ticket, darling? What would you like for breakfast, my love?’


I hand her the ticket and the reservation.


‘I get breakfast?’


‘Yes, of course you do.’


‘You know my name?’


‘On my list, darling.’


If I am on her list, nothing terrible will happen. I want to take her photograph and send it to Sam, to prove to him that I am in good hands. If I asked, she would probably let me.


Instead, I choose coffee and a croissant, knowing that they will be less appealing than they sound but certain, all the same, that they will do.


As soon as she leaves, I go down to the end of the carriage to the loo, squeezing past one person on the way, a tall man who is perhaps in his early forties. He has dark hair, and is tall and well built. He looks like a commuter too, and he gives me a warm smile as we pass, closer together than you would normally pass because the corridor is so narrow. Our bodies brush against each other in spite of my best efforts, and I hurry on, embarrassed.


I want to keep to myself on these journeys. Soon this will be a part of my routine, and I do not want to be having to stop and talk to people. This train could become a perfect decompression chamber between my two lives, two nights a week which involve neither work (nor, more specifically, staying at my sister’s flat, which is looking less breezily casual a prospect than it once did, as I rattle towards London) nor home, with all its guilt and determined loveliness.


I lie awake in the narrow bed, feeling the train jolting over the rails as it takes me inexorably towards the city, and I grin, then laugh aloud in the near-darkness at the sudden change in my life. Six weeks ago I was aimless and bored: I was ‘Sam’s wife’ and ‘that woman in the waiting room’. I wandered around Falmouth and crossed to St Mawes on the ferry for no reason, even though I could barely afford the fare. Now I am myself again, dashing back into the city, turning my back on frustration and failure, and throwing myself into a job that I hope I am still good at. I pretend to myself that I am doing this solely for the money.


I do not think I will sleep, yet I do, quickly, and when I wake up, the train is still. I can hear sounds outside, sounds that, despite the docks, we do not hear in Falmouth. They are the noises of Paddington station in full flow. There are engines and squeaky wheels, a voice suddenly raised in warning, abrupt laughter. There is a muffled announcement, unmistakably about a train even though I cannot hear the words. My closed blind is a grey rectangle, the morning lurking beyond it.


As I reach for my phone, tucked into the mesh pocket beside my bed, there is a sharp rap on my door, and the friendly woman sings out: ‘Morning! Breakfast!’


I reach across and unclick the door without leaving my bed, and she is in the room, putting down the tray table, making sure my tray is safely on it.


‘You’ll need to be off the train by seven,’ she says, as she leaves. ‘You can wait in the lounge at Paddington after that if you like. Do you know about the lounge on Platform One?’


‘Thanks,’ I tell her, ‘but I’ll go straight to work.’


The coffee is train coffee, and the croissant comes out of a plastic packet, but all the same, I savour them both. I take a photograph of the tray, with my breakfast half eaten, and text it to Sam. That seems like a nice thing to do.


At Paddington, I write. They’re feeding me. It’s all fine. Off to work in a min. Will call you later. xxx


Then I do my best to wash with the flannel the train people have given me, and apply a liberal amount of deodorant. I get dressed in the skirt, blouse and jacket I carefully hung up last night, and, since there is no chance of washing and drying my hair, I stand in front of the mirror and spend twenty minutes fastening it into a chignon type of affair, with the many hair grips I brought along for this purpose. I do my make-up the way I used to do it, when I was a Londoner. Finally I add the finishing touch: my work shoes. I have kept these for years, and they are probably officially ‘vintage’ by now. They are high, classic Mary Janes of the sort that a secretary from the fifties might have worn on a night out. They are dark red and I adore them. I step into them and into an abandoned, semi-familiar persona.


I smile at the mirror. I am the right Lara. There have been many over the years, and this, I can now see, is the one I liked being the best. The busy one. The successful one. The polished one. The one who is fucking brilliant at what she does.


This is the selfish one: this is the single one.


It is seven o’clock. I step off the train directly behind a woman who is, I think, in her fifties. She, like me, is dressed for work, and she has dealt with the hair problem by putting on a wide hairband, the sort of thing people wear on the beach. It is pale green, the same colour as her outfit, and she makes it work.


‘Morning,’ she says with a grin, turning on the platform and waiting for me. I like her instantly. If this woman was in a colouring book, I would colour her in orange and red, with benign flames shooting happy things at the people around her.


‘Good morning.’ I feel a bit shy, but the sudden surge of camaraderie makes me smile.


‘Straight to work?’ she asks, eyeing my outfit. ‘Or are you grabbing a coffee first? I always think the station ones are so much better than that shite they give you on the train that it would be criminal not to knock one back. Since they’re free. Or not free. You’ve paid for it in the hefty cabin fare. It’s already yours. You have to take it.’


‘I was going to go straight to work.’ I look at the old-fashioned clock on the wall in front of us. ‘But it’s my first day and I would only have found the nearest Costa and waited it out in there feeling nervous. So I might grab one, actually. If it’s going to be a half-decent one, even better.’


I stop for a second to savour the London air. It is dirty here, and dusty with the mechanics of the station. I love it.


The woman flashes me a wide grin, and I follow her through a door and past a uniformed man sitting at a table reading a paper, waving my ticket at him since she does. The room is filled with tables and chairs, a screen high on the wall playing silent, subtitled television. The woman heads straight to the coffee machine. We both take large white cups on saucers that remind me, with a jolt, of a cup Sam sometimes uses at home.


‘First day?’ she says, as we sit together at a table. There is food here, pastries and bananas and biscuits on big plates, but, like the woman, I do not take any. I sip the coffee. She is right. It is perfectly acceptable. ‘What does that mean? Have you been on maternity leave or something?’


Again, everyone wants to talk about babies.


‘Nope. It’s a long story. Moved to Cornwall with my husband. I gave up work. He had a job down there.’ I hesitate, reluctant to share our full story with a stranger. ‘He still does. I was offered something like my old job back on a six-month contract, and we needed some funds, so here I am.’


‘Weekly commuting for six months?’


‘Yes. Is that what you do? Weekly commute?’


‘Pretty much. Not all the time, but essentially you’ll see me most Sunday and Friday nights. There’s a few of us. We sometimes go for a drink in the lounge. Fridays are the best. I’m Ellen.’


‘Lara.’


‘Lara,’ she says, looking at me with an assessing gaze. ‘That’s a very glamorous name. It suits you.’


‘Um, thanks. I had no idea that commuting like this was a thing people do. I thought it was just me. What’s your job?’


‘Banking. You know. In London I’m one of the hated bankers, but no one really hates us. In Cornwall I’m just a woman who works in London.’


‘Why don’t you live in London?’


She shrugs. ‘I love Cornwall. I love my weekends there. It’s glorious. I would far rather live like this, because you do get fond of that train ride, than have some stupid flat in Clapham like everyone else. My partner’s in Cornwall. He’s a farmer, so he can hardly do that in the big city. It can get knackering, but I do generally love it.’ She smiles and looks around. ‘There’s nothing like the buzz. People hate Monday mornings. I don’t.’ She lifts a hand and waves to somebody. ‘I relish them.’


‘That’s great to hear. Hey, this coffee isn’t exactly amazing, is it?’


‘Oh God, no. Not in comparison with actual coffee. It has caffeine in it, though, and it’s relatively fresh. It’s the caffeine that does the job for me.’


‘Oh, me too.’ I think of Sam, and the way he carefully gave up caffeine with me as part of our bid to conceive. We both operated under the solemn pretence that the absence of coffee-related products in our systems would suddenly propel sluggish sperm to recalcitrant egg and produce a child where there would otherwise not have been one. I knew all along that the subtle realignment of the universe to make it greyly decaffeinated was not, actually, going to tip the balance, but I went along with it anyway; just in case.


‘Do you have children?’ I did not mean to say that. I resent it greatly when strangers ask this of me, and here I am doing the same thing. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, I don’t mean to …’


Ellen chuckles. ‘No, Lara, I don’t. I never wanted them, actually. I was married for a while, but I held out against starting a family because it wouldn’t have been right, and I knew that, really. Then when I met Jeff, that time had passed. I’m glad I never had them. I wouldn’t be able to live this schizoid life if I did. I guess you don’t either?’


I look at my coffee. The frothy milk has gone from the top of it now. This conversation, even with so friendly a stranger, is never easy. ‘We tried for years. Me doing this job kind of marks the fact that we failed.’ I look at her face and quickly add: ‘It’s fine, though. I mean, it really is. I was never that maternal or broody. It was Sam, more than me. I would have loved a baby, of course I would, but then it doesn’t happen and the whole quest takes over your life, becomes this massive obsession, and every aspect of your life is suddenly governed by injections and cycles, and everyone asks you about it all the time – “So are you two going to be starting a family?”, as if that’s not the only thing the two of you ever talk about – and Sam could, actually, think and talk about nothing else, and by the time we did give up, I felt nothing but the most gigantic relief. I’m happy to be moving on.’


‘Well, there you go.’ She lifts her coffee. ‘Cheers, Lara. Welcome to your new life. Joyous moving-on to you.’


We stand, gather our bags and set off together through Paddington station, at the beginning of the Monday-morning rush hour, towards the Tube, and work, and a London life.




chapter four


The working day is the easy part. I spend the first couple of hours meeting people, working out where things are and getting to grips with the project. It is going to be an interesting one, just behind Tate Modern: I will be turning industrial warehouses into flats and a restaurant. I start with the basics of the project, running over each step in my head. It’s in an area with a high water table, a strong likelihood of archaeological complications, and a strong community watching our every move.


I am good at this, and I slip back into it easily and professionally. Despite my unexpectedly intimate conversation with Ellen this morning (which has left me feeling a little exposed, and which I regretted instantly), or perhaps because of it, I am determinedly friendly but distant with my new colleagues, many of whom are younger than me.


I leave the office at six thirty, pleased with myself.


Then I am cutting through Covent Garden, heading to my sister’s flat. She lives in a street that is jarringly perfect, if you like to live in the middle of a city. It is early in the evening, the sun is shining, and the streets are busy with released workers and tourists and students, as well as assorted unplaceable people. I feel the buzz in the air, and although I love Falmouth and Cornwall, I know in my heart that I am a Londoner. I am a Londoner, and I have arrived home, and even the fact that I am about to have to negotiate Olivia cannot dent the upsurge of happiness.


For a second I picture myself in a book. It is a children’s picture book, and its name is Lara in London. I am drawn in a stylised way, like a woman in a classy little fashion tome from the thirties, with a nipped-in waist and a chignon, and I am striding confidently through the city having adventures. There is no particular rhythm to these adventures, because Lara in London is a guide to the city’s landmarks more than anything else. Right now, I am tapping, in my glorious shoes, around the edge of Covent Garden Market, past people determinedly shivering with beers at outside tables and a street entertainer juggling chairs on a red carpet, with a crowd gathered watching him. I wave to him as I pass, feeling so powerful in myself, all of a sudden, that I am sure I can make him wave back and ruin his act. He does not even see me, of course, but my mind instantly transforms him into his illustrated self, his stubble shaded in, his round cheeks exaggerated.


Marks and Spencer, opposite the Tube, is my first destination. As I buy wine and olives and clotted cream that I will not even attempt to pretend I brought all the way from Cornwall, I tell myself that it will be all right. I tell myself so firmly that I feel I can make it true. Olivia said I could stay with her, during the week, indefinitely. She would not have said that if she was not planning to be nice.


Unfortunately, she would have done exactly that, and I know that perfectly well. I have not seen my sister for a year and a half, because we went to Sam’s family last Christmas and by the time we got to my parents’ on December 28th, she had gone somewhere, ‘away with friends’.


I squash my dread with internal platitudes. Since we have had a break from one another, it will probably be fine. A break was exactly what our relationship needed. We were never friends as children, or teenagers, and as young adults we fell out catastrophically: all this is undeniably true. She has no idea about the big event of my life, but then neither does my husband. We have never been friends, not even in the most shallow of ways. She was born hating me; I suppose I must have done something from those earliest of days to provoke that, but I never meant to. Her hatred has been unwavering and true, and she has behaved in a way that has left me no choice but to hate her back.
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