



[image: ]







 
 
 

 
The Sisterhood

 

 
EMILY BARR

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2008 Emily Barr

 



 
The right of Emily Barr to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN : 978 0 7553 8162 3

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





Emily Barr has written columns and travel pieces for the Observer  and the Guardian for several years, and her previous novels have all been critically acclaimed. She lives in the south of France with her husband and three children.




Praise for Emily Barr’s novels:

 



‘This dark but funny tale is full of shocking twists, making it a terrific page-turner’

Cosmopolitan

 



‘We can’t praise Emily Barr’s novels enough; they’re fresh, original and hugely readable’

Glamour

 



‘Compelling’

Heat

 



‘A blast of fresh air’

Sunday Express

 



‘This gripping novel will have you gasping in sympathy’

Company

 



‘One of the most compelling page-turners around’


B magazine

 



‘She has a nice line in black humour and the travel details seem absolutely authentic’

Daily Mail

 



‘Sparkling with charm and originality, it’s a tale to cherish’

Woman’s Day

 



‘Bright and breezy with a nasty little twist’

Mirror

 



‘This dark tale is both funny and full of surprises. An ideal holiday read’

Seven Days

 



‘A gripping piece of travelogue fiction spiked with an unnerving amount of psychological tension’

Kirkus Reviews




For James, Gabe, Seb and Lottie




Thanks to Harriet Evans, Emily Furniss and everyone else at Headline; Jonny Geller, Doug Kean, Carole Jackson and everybody at Curtis Brown. Thanks to Lisa McLean, Helen Stewart, Samantha Hand, Sylvie Bod, Bridget Guzek, Maria Gentile, Adam Barr, and Tansy Evans. And much love, as always, to James, Gabe, Seb and Lottie.




prologue

Helen

 



 



 



Next summer

When I get out of the airport, I look around in wonder. I am on the other side of the world. I have never been so far from home. I could not get any further than this, unless I went into space.

The air is clear, and I take deep breaths. I am grateful to be off the plane, away from the hordes of strangers and the stale air. Nothing here looks particularly weird, but it feels odd. I am disconnected, disorientated. Two days ago I was in Spain. The day before that I was in France. It is confusing to be so far from everything that I know.

I look around for a taxi. I take the piece of paper out of my pocket, although I memorised her address long ago.

‘I need somewhere to stay in Ponsonby,’ I tell the driver.

He looks at me, and at my big rucksack. ‘A hotel?’ he asks. ‘A backpackers? There’s a backpackers in Ponsonby. Nice place, I’ve heard.’

I consider it for a moment. The days when I was too  scared to stay in backpackers’ accommodation are long gone, I decide.

‘That would be perfect,’ I tell him. I get in, and settle back. I am smiling, showing Auckland that I want to belong. I am a European backpacker, and I happily stay in hostels.

I will find her. This time it will all be different.

I breathe deeply in the cab. I have done everything I can to forget all the things that happened last year. I toss back my dark hair and pull at the hem of my dress, pulling it almost to my knees. Last year is the past. It is what brought me here. It is all a part of my story.

As the flat, green landscape passes by, I realise how much I have grown up. I was nobody, when this started. I was nothing. I used to hang around at home, in France, talking to my little brother. I used to lie back, in the sun, and wait. I waited and waited for something to happen.

‘You have to make things happen,’ Tom said to me, once. We were lying by the pool. I was trying to make him get me a drink. We had done nothing at all for days. ‘They don’t just happen by themselves.’

‘How am I supposed to do that?’ I asked him.

He shrugged and stretched out his arms and legs, like a starfish.

I knew he was right. In the end, I did make things happen.

I had an adventure, and it is still going on. Here I am, one year and ten months later, in New Zealand. I would never have imagined that the trail would lead me here.

Finally, I have the confidence to do my own thing. I know what I want, and I am going to stay in Ponsonby until I’ve got it. I am going to find her, and this time it’s going to work out perfectly. This is just the beginning.




chapter one

Elizabeth Greene

 



 



 



London, 31 October

It was Halloween, and a few people were dressed in stupid costumes. Everyone ignored them. I stood on the Northern Line, gripping a red pole and swaying in the familiar rush-hour crush, and I decided that I was going to start to make an effort. When Steve and I got together, we were starry-eyed 27-year-olds. Now we were close to forty, with nothing but a mortgaged flat to show for it.

It was natural, I decided, that we had fallen into a rut. I pictured a huge tractor ploughing a muddy field. There we were, Steve and me, tiny little figures struggling in an enormous earthen rut. He tried to give me a leg up, but I toppled back into the mud. He climbed on to my shoulders, but we overbalanced. My hair was covered in damp earth. We were stuck. This was what I thought, at least, on Halloween. My whole life was a rut. I was doing the job I had trained for, as a stopgap, sixteen years earlier, when people with English degrees who didn’t want to go into the media did  a PGCE as something to fall back on. I was bored with teaching, but I didn’t know what else to do.

Someone lurched into me. ‘Sorry,’ I told him, without thinking.

A lot of other people I knew had babies. Maybe that was good, I thought. Perhaps it gave a relationship a new focus. Perhaps a baby gave a couple something to look at, other than each other. It certainly gave them something to talk about, endlessly. I didn’t want a baby, though, and neither did Steve. What I wanted was a holiday. I was trying to work out whether I could arrange something as a surprise for Steve, whether he could take several weeks off work, and how far away we could get without flying. I was thinking of Italy, or Russia, or a great train trip like the Trans-Siberian. In the year since we’d both decided to stop air travel, we had been no further afield than Brighton. Although we’d often talked about taking off on the Eurostar and having romantic holidays centring on European stations with big clocks and well-dressed people, Steve seemed to be in the process of downgrading this summer’s excursion to a weekend at Glastonbury.

I sighed as the doors opened and twenty-two more people forced themselves into the scrum. My shoulders were up against everyone else’s, as usual. I blew the hair off my face and tried not to feel claustrophobic. I hated feeling that I had failed myself. The dreams I’d had, when I was young, had never included being jammed on to the Northern and Victoria Lines twice a day. They hadn’t involved trying to ram D.H. Lawrence down the throats of unresponsive fifteen-year-olds, when everyone in the room - myself included - would rather be drinking, smoking and shagging. I was fed up with my life, and I was worried about  my relationship, too. Last week, I’d put a lot of time and effort into seducing Steve. To my horror, it had been difficult. I’d had to force him into it, and before that we hadn’t had sex for months. Tonight, I was going to try again.

Steve was the great love of my life. From the moment we met, we belonged together. He was a part of me. Over the years, we had been best friends, lovers, soulmates. We had always been equals. Now, suddenly, things felt wrong. We were distant, slightly wary of each other. I wondered whether we would split up. It was unthinkable. I wished we were married, because that would have made it harder for us to part. Neither of us had ever wanted marriage. We had been to so many of our friends’ weddings that there had long ago ceased to be any attraction in having our own: we would have been forced either to re-enact a ceremony we had already been to many times over, or to be self-consciously different just for the hell of it. On top of that, I had been married before, for two sad years in my early twenties. I married my university boyfriend, feeling enormously grown up. My father paid for a registry office and a party in the upstairs room of a pub in the Lanes in Brighton. Within six months I could hardly bear to look at my husband. I had never fancied being a double divorcee. That was another reason why I had not married Steve.

The train pulled into my station and as I came out of the Tube, I decided, with a sudden fierce conviction, that I had to do everything I could to bring us close again. I would start that night, by putting on an ironic Halloween party for the two of us. We would get drunk, laugh, be silly, and remember why we were together. When I was drunk enough, I would steer the conversation to my insecurity, and to holidays and the fact that life was no longer as much  fun as it ought to be. Actually, I was rubbish at playing games. I would have a drink and tell Steve exactly how I felt. Then it would be up to him.

It was a clean, crisp day, even in London. The air I breathed was impregnated with exhaust fumes, but I was used to that. Whenever I left the city, my lungs protested, scalded by fresh air. The sun had disappeared behind a tower block, low in the sky, but above me everything was blue and cloudless. My breath fogged in front of me, and the nip of incipient night was making my nose red and my fingertips numb. I threw fifty pence at the homeless boy on the pavement, aware of the pathetic nature of my token gesture, and wondering how he was going to get through the winter with a skimpy sleeping bag and a 50p coin. Then I forgot about him, and went to Waitrose.

There was always something soothing about Waitrose. That was a sad state of affairs, but it was true. It was its own world, where everything was clean and orderly. Instantly, I felt I could make things right.

If I could put on a good enough Halloween spread, then everything was going to work out the way I wanted it to. I dashed around, feeling harassed and trying to order my mind. In my anxiety, I filled a small trolley with a big pumpkin, several bags of crisps, two Pizza Express pizzas, two bottles of expensive champagne and a box of Belgian chocolates. Then, almost hysterical, I added an orange plastic tablecloth with witches on it, two novelty black pointed hats, and a pair of plastic champagne glasses with spiders on them. Not long ago, Steve would have loved something this kitsch. Drunken, ironic evenings were the sort of thing we used to do together, winding each other up to fever pitch, laughing and staying up all night. I  contemplated face paints, but decided that I should stop short of making myself look mad. I would redo my make-up instead. I would put on some sexy underwear.

Years ago, on my thirtieth birthday, we had a party, just Steve and me. We had just bought our flat. He cooked dinner, and we drank and laughed and ate, and sat on our sofa with the curtains open and the lights off, and talked until it got light. I adored Steve. I had loved him passionately from the day I met him, and I was not letting him go.

I was excited when I got back to the flat. We lived on the top two floors of a large terraced house in Kentish Town. We had been there for years and years, since we were twenty-nine, and had watched our friends gradually having families and moving out to the suburbs and beyond, generally just before the second baby arrived. These days the only people I knew locally were shopkeepers, the barman at the local café, and a few neighbours.

The big black front door slammed shut behind me. I checked the post on the sideboard, though there was nothing for us. I unlocked our front door, which was a cheap plywood effort in the hall, and took the stairs two at a time.

‘Hiya!’ I shouted, always hating the sound of my voice in a potentially empty space. ‘I’m back,’ I added, my voice tailing off. I listened. There were footsteps upstairs.

‘Lizzy!’ he called. A herd of elephants gallumphed down to meet me. Steve leapt down the last five steps, landing with a crash in front of me. He smiled a broad smile, but he looked unsettled.

Steve had changed after work, and was wearing a baggy shirt, unbuttoned almost to the waist. He had lost weight recently, which made me conscious of the fact that I hadn’t.  He was trying, at the moment, to compensate for his receding hairline by growing what remained, so it touched the back of his collar. To my surprise, he looked distinguished like that. It suited his face.

He ran a hand through his hair.

‘You’re back!’ he exclaimed, frowning and smiling at the same time. ‘Are you early?’

I shook my head. ‘Maybe a bit,’ I said. ‘Left school at four for once.’ I held up my hands, a laden carrier bag in each. ‘Went to Waitrose. Got stuff for tonight.’ I listened to myself. I could tell that I was nervous, because I was missing off personal pronouns. The atmosphere was odder than usual.

Steve nodded. ‘OK. Cool. I’m just sorting some stuff upstairs. Be down in a minute.’

‘Sure.’

Steve was often home before me, even though he supposedly worked until half past five. I had never quite worked out how he did it, though when I thought about it, I knew that I usually stayed later than four, and he often bunked off early. I worked further from home than he did. My school was in Pimlico. I travelled eight stops on two Tube lines, while he rode a bike for ten minutes. It did add up, in a way.

I looked around the kitchen. There were two cups, washed up, on the draining board. Otherwise it was spotless. Our kitchen was filled with cheap wooden units that we painted blue and yellow after we visited Monet’s house on holiday, years ago. I remembered feeling proud and grown up, standing up a ladder with a paintbrush in my hand. These days it was tatty, but it was home, and I would not have swapped it because our history, in our happy days, was in this kitchen.

I put the radio on, determined to work myself up into a party mood. Radio Four was eager to tell me about a reporter for one of the British papers who had been kidnapped in Iraq. I felt fairly sure that the details weren’t going to crank up my adrenaline levels and make me irresistible, and so I twiddled the dial. Eventually, I found an easy listening station that allowed me to attempt to harmonise with Sinatra in ‘Something Stupid’. I chilled the champagne in the freezer, and poured myself a gin and tonic. I hollowed out the pumpkin as best I could, and put the pathetic scrapings I took from its middle into the fridge, where I supposed they would sit in a bowl for a week or so before we threw them away.

By the time Steve reappeared, the oven was pre-heated, ready for the pizzas, and the table was set with the tasteless tablecloth and five candles. I was pleased with the overall effect. I had even remembered to close the sitting-room door at the front of the house, with lights off and curtains drawn, to discourage trick or treaters.

I was singing along, enjoying myself, when Steve came back downstairs, and I stopped with the words ‘I love you’ in my throat, suddenly shy.

He looked around.

‘Heeeeeyyyy,’ he said. He was trying hard to be appreciative.

‘Do you like it?’ I pretended his reaction was incidental, as if the whole point of the evening was not to get him back.

He smiled warmly, and put an arm around my shoulders.

‘Of course I like it. What can I do?’

I cuddled into him, appreciating the rare physical contact.

‘Did you switch everything off upstairs? So we look like we’re out?’

‘Scared of your students coming to terrorise you?’

‘They live too far away. Thank Christ. Scared of the local five-year-olds, though.’

‘Scared of drunk teenagers armed with flour and eggs.’

‘Fireworks and handguns, more like.’

‘Well, it’s all switched off upstairs, yes.’

We put the pizzas in the oven, and I opened the first bottle of champagne. The plastic flutes made a dull clunk against each other.

‘Cheers,’ said Steve, and he sat down at the table. The atmosphere between us was suddenly stranger than it should have been. I looked at him, the beautiful man who had adored me for years, who had made me laugh and cry with happiness. My first husband had never been anything. Steve was everything to me. I made myself speak. I couldn’t try to manipulate the conversation like a ‘Venus’ woman. I had to come straight out with it.

‘OK,’ I said, levelly. ‘Steve. Honey. I think we need to talk about a few things.’

Steve stared at the table.

‘Talk about a few things?’ He snorted gently. ‘Yes. I’ve been wondering if you’d picked up on anything.’

I looked at him, surprised. ‘Picked up on what?’

‘You tell me.’

‘No. You tell me.’

‘You started it.’

‘I don’t think I’ve “picked up on anything”.’ I tried to fit my concerns into a framework of picking up. It didn’t work.

‘So what did you want to say?’ he asked, fiddling with his plastic champagne glass, a glass which suddenly looked stupid.

‘I’m going to the loo,’ I announced suddenly, scared. ‘Then we both have to talk.’

‘Deal.’

I looked at him. He smiled and winked. It was a shadow of the way we used to be, a trace of the old days. I felt a mounting fear, because I sensed that the foundations of my life were shifting.

I lurched upstairs, already slightly drunk. More than that, though, I was starting to panic. I knew Steve inside out, and I knew that he had something big to tell me. It was going to be something disastrous. I wondered whether he was ill. He had lost a lot of weight. We hadn’t talked about it.

I stared into the bathroom mirror, which had a little mosaic around it. I was hiding from what might be coming. I saw that the fear, and the alcohol, had made my cheeks pink, my eyes wide. I drew my fingers through my curly hair and tried to be positive.

I looked good. I was slightly heavier than I would have liked, but my features were strong and even. I looked a bit stupid in my work clothes, so I thought I would go and change. This was something I should face in what Steve called my ‘glad rags’.

Then I stopped myself. I wasn’t going to hide upstairs, in the bathroom. I wasn’t going to put on a dress. This was not a job interview. This was Steve and me. I told him everything. We were partners. He was probably in financial trouble. We would work through it together.

Someone moved in our bedroom. I wondered how Steve had got up there without my hearing him. I didn’t even need to go to the loo. As I opened the bathroom door, I heard footsteps jumping down the stairs, taking all of them in three or four jumps. Steve was standing at the bottom, but there was someone else there too.

Within seconds, I was in the kitchen. Steve grabbed me around the waist, and held me back. Our visitor was going down the other stairs, now, in a panicky blur. The plywood door downstairs slammed shut. I kneed Steve in the balls and jumped down, taking the stairs in fours and fives.

I had only seen Steve’s face for a second, but it was all there. I knew.

He chased me down the stairs, trying to catch me as I tumbled over and grabbed the banister. I had to find her, had to know who she was. As I opened our flimsy front door, I saw a slight figure silhouetted in the frame of the main door. That door slammed with a noise that shook the building. I ran to it, yanked it open, and stared at the person on the steps.

I was expecting a young woman. In the few seconds since I’d realised what was happening - since I had started to ‘pick up on it’ - I had formed a picture of a twenty-two-year-old girl with peachy skin. Many things had instantly fallen into place. Steve wasn’t interested in sex with me. He came home from work early, presumably not alone. He often changed the sheets on our bed, which he never used to do. He was too polite to me, like a stranger, and he had wanted to talk. When I was about to tell him how much I loved him, how much I wanted to be with him for ever, he was working up to telling me that he’d met someone else, and that the woman in question was hiding in our bedroom.

But this was not a peachy young woman. It was just a boy. He was a teenager, handsome in a young, callow way. He was wearing a pair of jeans and Steve’s grey jumper. As he turned and looked at me, I saw that I had missed everything. I was a stupid woman who had no idea about things that went on under her nose. I knew nothing, nothing at  all. Steve and I had been leading separate lives, and I had thought it was all about commitment.

I grabbed the boy’s arm. He looked at my hand, and then at my face. His face was young, younger than I would have thought possible. He looked like the more knowing children in my GCSE classes. His skin was slightly pitted and his eyes were wild, as if he were high.

As I stared, he looked back at me. He began to smile. Then he chuckled, and within a few seconds, he was laughing loudly, in my face.

Steve’s face was flushed, his expression unreadable. As I watched, he covered his mouth with his hand. I had no idea whether he was laughing too, or whether he was mortified.

‘Um,’ he said. ‘I imagine this clarifies things.’ I could not make a reply. ‘I guess I’d better go,’ he added. ‘I’m sorry that it’s been . . . I’m sorry, Liz. It’s just ...’

I didn’t want him to leave. All the same, I stood on the pavement, outside our house, in the cold of an autumn evening that was turning to night, and watched my boyfriend of ten years leaving me with a boy who was probably illegal.

The boy looked back over his shoulder, and smiled contemptuously. He put a hand possessively on Steve’s bum, and Steve didn’t stop him. Not even for my sake.

Across the road, three children dressed as vampires were going from house to house.




chapter two

Helen

 



 



 



Bordeaux, 31 October

Mother and Papa were away for the weekend, so I made a visit to their house. Apart from the compulsory Sunday lunches, I made a point of visiting only when they were out. I thought we got on better that way. On Sundays, I visited the dining room, the kitchen and the downstairs loo. When they weren’t there, I poked in every corner, checked every cupboard.

I had lived in that house for eighteen years, so it was horribly familiar. The smell of it hit me straightaway. The floor cleaner that Madame Allemand used for the tiles every Saturday morning. The leftover cooking smells, with top notes of garlic and breadiness. The haze of red wine. I was fifteen again. I was twelve. I was four. It made me sick.

I was thankful that I didn’t have to live there any more. Because of the business they were in, the parents had a lot of outbuildings. Some of them had been derelict for years, and, a few years ago, the parents did them up, as  cheaply as they could. Some became holiday cottages, and others were now workers’ accommodation for harvest time. The smallest one was my home. I moved in the day after I finished my bac. It was an ineffectual gesture on my part, one that was intended to show that I would like to move out even though I couldn’t work up the motivation to do it properly. All the same, it was good to be out of here.

I hated the ugly furniture which everyone pretended was beautiful because it was old. The house was stuffed with oversized varnished cupboards and bulky chests. The rooms were dark. The tiled floors were so cold that you needed to wear slippers all year round. I nosed around the place, noticing a few things that had changed since I’d last been in. The sitting-room furniture had been moved about a bit. There were some different, but equally boring, pictures on the walls. There were never any photos of Tom or me. Mother said putting photos of your children up around the house was crass. Everything had to be done properly. It was all correct and joyless. My parents were snobs. They were horrible.

I wandered around for a while, taking it all in. I took some biscuits from the cupboard and a bowl of posh ice cream from the freezer. Tom joined me. We poured drinks. We both hate red wine, but we managed to knock back our own approximation of a vodka martini, complete with olives. Then I set to work. Tom trailed after me, giggling to himself. He always got drunk quickly. I glanced back at him. His cheeks were red and his eyes were wide.

Thankfully, Tom had no idea how good-looking he was. When I was his age, teenage boys stared sullenly at the floor, their skin already scarred by acne. They slouched and avoided eye contact. They were horrible. Tom had creamy  skin, and he smiled and charmed everybody. Even as his big sister, I could see that he was amazing. I would never have told him that.

I felt bad, going into the parents’ room. It lasted a few seconds, and then I felt better. Luckily, the room was so sterile that I could avoid thinking about them having sex. The bed was covered by a white counterpane with small flowers printed on it, and this was pulled so tight that I couldn’t imagine anyone sitting on it, let alone anything else.

I was looking for excitement, but I had no idea what it might be. Perhaps I thought Papa would have some porn, though the idea was laughable. He was far too uptight. If he did have porn, it would have to be extreme and disturbing. Maybe I thought Mother would secretly have a drawer full of sexy underwear and nurses’ uniforms, though that was, if anything, even less likely. Still, I set to work, hunting through drawers of carefully folded jumpers and swishing past rows of immaculately ironed skirts and shirts. Tom just sat on the floor and laughed. He always did that. I was never silly; all my silliness seemed to have gone to Tom.

After fifteen minutes’ careful searching, I struck gold. At the back of Mother’s wardrobe was a neat little cardboard box, sealed on all sides with thick brown tape. I debated opening it. It would probably be something dull, and then I was going to be stuck trying to close it again. I didn’t know where to find the right tape, so I was bound to botch it. Still, I couldn’t imagine what it was, so I decided to prise it open anyway, as carefully as I could, and deal with the consequences later. I peeled the tape back, and hoped that whatever was inside was going to be worth it.

I wouldn’t get into trouble. Nobody ever talked about anything in our family. We were not really a family at all. Mother would notice that someone had been into her special box, and she would know it had been me. It would not occur to her that Tom, the golden boy, could have done such a thing, and she would be right. He wouldn’t. She would be colder to me than ever, but she would never, ever mention it. I ripped away the rest of the tape, threw it on the wooden floor, and reached inside the box.

It seemed I had found her Achilles heel. Most parents kept photographs of their children in albums, or in frames. My mother preferred to seal hers in a box and hide it in the back of her wardrobe. Nonetheless, here was the evidence: she did think we were worth recording after all. I held the picture by the edges, amazed that she had kept this photograph of me, toddling around the garden, clutching a teddy I still owned and looking grumpy. My white-blond hair was cut in an uncompromising fringe, and I was wearing a strange little smock. There were six pictures of me, up to the age of about five. There were pictures of Tom, too, as a tiny baby. In a couple of them, he was propped on my lap while I clutched him protectively. I slipped one of those shots into the back pocket of my jeans.

Then there was a photo with Mother in it. She was sitting up in a hospital bed, with a tiny baby in her arms. Obviously, she wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t looking at the camera, either. She was just staring away into a corner, looking grim.

It took me a few seconds to realise that the baby was neither me nor Tom. Mother was incredibly young. In this picture, she looked about the same age that I was now, and the colours were strange and faded. She had funny hair  that was long and straight and parted in the middle: hippy hair. I could do mine like that, if I wanted to, which I didn’t. And there was a man standing behind her, but when I looked closely at him (it was a crap photo; he was in the shade) he was definitely not my papa. I looked again at the woman. That was her, all right. Mother had had a baby, with somebody else.

‘Hey,’ I said to my brother. ‘Hey, Tom. Look at this.’ The other stuff in the box filled in a few gaps. There were a few more pictures of the baby, mostly with Mother looking at it in a bored and disappointed manner. The poor child was togged up in lacy knitted jackets and ribboned bootees. There was a newspaper cutting with a birth announcement, circled by an ancient red pen, marking the following arrival: ‘GREENE: To William and Mary, a girl, Elizabeth Rosemary.’ The birth date was 21 October 1969. The baby was born at the Royal Sussex Hospital in Brighton.

Mother’s name was Mary but I had never heard the name Greene in my life. I had also never heard her mention anyone called Elizabeth.

Tom sat on the floor and examined everything I passed to him. He leaned forward, intent on his task, and his fringe flopped forwards over his face.

‘This is weird,’ he noted. ‘Do you think the baby died?’

I shook my head. I hated the idea that a baby could die.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Why not? If it didn’t, that would mean we’d have a sister. We’d know if we had a sister.’ He looked at me, big-eyed. ‘Wouldn’t we?’

‘Yes, because Mother is such an open person, she could never keep a secret. Particularly not from us.’

‘But she couldn’t hide a child.’

‘She could have had it adopted. That’s what people used to do, if they didn’t want it or whatever. And if it had died, there’d be a death notice with this birth one. Maybe.’

‘Have you checked?’

‘No.’ I tipped out everything that remained in the box. Five envelopes were held together by a rubber band. I took off the band and threw a couple of envelopes over to Tom. They were all addressed to Miss Elizabeth Greene, c/o Mr William Greene, with an address in Brighton, Angleterre. They didn’t have stamps on.

I opened one. I didn’t care now that she was going to know that we knew. In fact, I was glad.

The letter was typical of her.


Dear Elizabeth,

Happy birthday to you. I hope this finds you well.

I am sorry not to be there with you. I am, however, sure that your father is looking after you properly. Please find enclosed a birthday present of five pounds. I hope your father buys you something nice with it.

I do think about you and miss you. I hope we will meet again one day. In the meantime, I wish you a very happy second birthday.

With best wishes,

Mother. x



That was my mother all over: warm, affectionate and supportive. She had not had the baby adopted, and it hadn’t died. She had just left it with its dad, for ever. We read the letters, put everything back as authentically as we could, and rushed over to my cottage to get on to the internet.

Since I had left school my life had been deadly boring. I was stuck in the countryside in the middle of N’importe-où, France, with no job, parents whom I hated and who hated me, and a little brother who was at school most of the time. Nobody took any notice of me. They all thought I was meek and dull. Nobody, apart from Tom, knew what I was like inside. I had been longing for something like this to happen. I had been desperate for excitement, and now it had arrived. I had known that something would happen, eventually.

It was time to get to work. It appeared that we had a sister. It would be rude of us not to try to find her.




chapter three

Liz

 



 



 



November

My hands shook all the time. I was used to that, now. I was used to the feeling that I was always one step away from vomiting with misery. I was used to arranging my features into the rictus grin of someone who was ‘coping really well’, and I was used to people taking my assertion that I was fine at face value, because it was easier for them if they could say, ‘Liz is doing brilliantly.’

I marched into the bar and sat down on a sofa next to a low table. This was my neighbourhood bar, somewhere that Steve and I used to come to at least once a week. It was a rare thing in London: a genuinely local café with such a loyal clientele that when Costa opened a branch opposite, a few years ago, everyone boycotted them and Costa closed six months later. I was comfortable in here. This was the sort of place where anybody, even a lone woman, could sit without feeling conspicuous. It was a café by day, a bar by night, and was run and staffed exclusively by a man  called Matt. Matt was a shocking gossip, and nurtured a community feeling by telling his regulars all about each other’s private lives. I dreaded to think what mileage he was getting out of Steve and me.

He smiled and waved.

‘What can I get you, Lizzy?’ he called across the room. ‘Double arsenic and tonic?’

‘Fuck off,’ I said, and cheered up a little in spite of myself. ‘Large glass of white. And a bowl of deadly nightshade on the side.’

‘Coming right up!’

I sank back into the sofa. It was all right here. It was better than being at home. The lighting was low, and the sofa was soft, with thick cushions. There was a small candle in a glass holder on the little table. The floors were boarded with thickly varnished wood. That old Air album was playing discreetly in the background. This room was as close as it could get to being someone’s living room, but with a bar at one end and a handsome man serving drinks.

I tried to breathe properly, tried not to be sick. That feeling had not let up over the past two weeks. It was as if I was living a dream. I was reeling from it: Steve, and a boy. I woke up in the mornings thinking about them. At night, I lay awake trying to forget them. Despite my best efforts, I pictured them together. I did it all the time. I imagined them naked, in bed, somewhere in London. I had no idea where Steve was, nor whether he was in some monogamous relationship with his young lover, or whether he was out pulling men all the time. I imagined them in our bed, fucking furiously. I couldn’t get them out of my head. I hoped, irrationally, that Steve had turned the picture of my mother away while he was screwing.

My doctor had prescribed me pills to help me sleep. I took them all the time. They kept me spaced out, but they didn’t stop me imagining.

When Steve had come for his things, a few days after Halloween, I had managed to string a sentence together, through the fug.

‘Why did you bring him here?’ I had asked dully. ‘Why not go to his place? He didn’t look as if he had a girlfriend.’

Steve had looked at the floor. He’d shuffled his feet and cleared his throat.

‘Erm,’ he had said, in the end. ‘That’ll be because Miles lives with his, er, family.’

‘Parents, you mean.’

‘I do mean, yes.’

I hadn’t had anything to say to that. I hoped Steve had taken my silence to be cutting and judgemental, rather than woolly and confused.

I took off my coat and draped it on the arm of the sofa. Drops of rain began to splatter on the huge window. London in November could be grim. Christmas was going to arrive suddenly, and after that the cold grey time would stretch out until spring. I felt a spasm of terror. That cold grey time was mine. I could spend it how I wanted. People kept telling me that there were things I could do. ‘At least there aren’t children involved,’ they said. ‘What a blessing. You should go travelling. You could go to Asia or Africa.’ But I don’t fly, I told them, on principle. ‘So go overland!’ they said. ‘Join an expedition.’ And so on. And I knew I could. I could leave my job, sell up, go travelling, learn something new. Instead, I would probably carry on working at a job I was rarely much good at. I would drink. I would wait to feel better, and I would, perhaps, one day try to cut down on  my Valium. I was craving company, because living on my own was turning out not to be much fun. I had grown up doing things on my own, and here I was again.

The last time I felt this bleak was during my brief marriage. At least when I finally managed to leave Adrian, I’d felt better. In fact I had been overwhelmed by a surge of unadulterated joy that lasted for more than a year. I wondered whether Steve was feeling that way now. I pictured him, high on life or something else, laughing about how fat and nagging I was, telling Miles that I’d put him off women for life.

I took a magazine out of my red handbag. This bag was a present to myself, last week, which probably fell into the category of the pathetic post-break-up behaviour that I was keen to avoid. Yet what was I supposed to have done? The bag was perfect, capacious enough for my work stuff, the right colour for my coat, and it was cheap. Not buying it would have been perverse, and so I bent the rules.

I stared at the magazine and sipped my drink.

Steve hadn’t come back, that night. I’d half expected him to reappear, at least to offer some sort of explanation. I could not believe that the man I had hitched myself to for ten long years - the man I adored, the man I still adored after all this - would saunter off down the street with a teenage boy without a backward glance. Yet he had. He called me during my lunch hour the next day, to arrange, stiffly, to come over after work and ‘pick up a few of my bits and bobs’. A week later, he was back for the rest.

He had wasted no time in coming out to the world. Most of our friends had announced that they’d suspected it all along.

‘We did wonder, didn’t we?’ said a woman called Camilla,  previously one of ‘our’ best friends, and now somebody I would ignore if I passed her on the street. She looked to her partner for confirmation. ‘When a man starts wearing pink shirts, that’s when you worry. And he liked Kylie. And he cooked that fabulous salmon en croute.’ Her partner, Giles, didn’t manage to answer because the baby was being sick into his chest hair, but he nodded. I hated them. I particularly hated them because I knew we made a hilarious anecdote. I pictured Camilla sharing the details of my heartbreak with the women she called ‘my mummy friends’, a group of them marvelling at my stupidity, and insisting that I ‘must have known really’. I was cutting people off, left, right and centre. I was handing all the joint friends to Steve, on a plate. They all wanted gay friends, anyway. They didn’t want me. The women thought I would try to seduce their husbands, and the men wondered whether I was HIV positive. I assumed that Camilla and her ilk were lying. I was sure no one else had guessed either. She just wanted to sound perceptive. I didn’t care. I reminded myself of that, and wondered whether to calm my rage with another pill. ‘I don’t care,’ I whispered, finished my wine, and signalled to Matt to bring me another.

I was sick, constantly sick. The worst thing, and the thing that I had, so far, admitted to no one, was the visceral feeling that had hit me, with awful timing, on 1 November. Once I realised that Steve really had gone, I discovered that, after all, I wanted a baby. I told myself that I wanted one because it was no longer an option. I had no idea if that was true. All I knew was that, suddenly, I was stopping mothers on the street and smiling maniacally into pushchairs until the occupant smiled back. I was noticing the softness of small children’s cheeks, and the gentle wisps  of their hair. I was becoming the sort of person I’d always despised, and it scared me.

I was never going to reproduce. I was under no illusions about that. I had turned, suddenly, into a cliché: a superannuated ‘career woman’, single and broody. I had read all the newspaper articles about us and I knew that we didn’t get happy endings. We turned psychotic in our pursuit of sperm and when it didn’t come our way, we either spent a million pounds having donor IVF, or we ran up enormous debts on credit cards in an attempt to compensate for the love we were missing, and ended up bankrupt with nowhere to go to but AA meetings.

It was his fucking cowardice that was eating me up. This was the twenty-first century: being gay was all right. It was not shameful. It was cool. If Steve had suddenly started having feelings for young men at work, then he should have taken the trouble to dump me first. He had an answer for everything, of course.

‘I was confused,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t sure what was going on. I didn’t want to hurt you. It was the first time it happened.’ Under questioning, it transpired that Halloween wasn’t the first time, but allegedly it was no more than the sixth or so. In the end, though, Steve didn’t really care. He was pleased that events had forced the issue. He had a different life now.

I sipped my wine and screwed up my face, yet again, at the vision I could not dispel. I was obsessed with the idea of Steve and Miles having penetrative sex. Although Steve hadn’t been interested in my body for quite some time, I had managed to force him into some token sex the week before Halloween. I had been on the pill for years, so of course we didn’t use condoms.

When I thought about this, I wanted to throw things and scream and shout and curl up into a foetal position and cry for my mummy. This was unfortunate, as I didn’t have a mummy, and my father, even with my stepmother in tow, just did not quite cut it. Part of me, too, looked back on the seduction with a glimmer of hopeless hope. I wondered whether I could have got pregnant. The chances were low: not only was I on the pill, but I’d had a period since. There was no chance at all, in fact.

It was taking steely self-control, and it was taking pills, but I was getting through so far. I was, I felt, presenting the outside world with an unusually dignified façade. I had always been strong, because I had never had much choice about it. Therefore, and thanks in part to the pills, I had managed not to have a dramatic haircut. Nor had I joined a gym, telephoned a sperm bank, left blank or abusive messages on Steve’s voicemail, or sat around with my girlfriends listing his bad points (not least because my girlfriends were probably sitting around with him, ticking off my faults on their fingers). I had neither gorged myself on chocolate nor starved myself down two dress sizes to show him what he was missing (that would have been a perverse strategy, under the circumstances). I had not cruised online personal adverts, nor picked up random strangers for a shag. I had not ambushed him outside his office at lunchtime.

And tonight, I had not been able to stay at home on my own, because if I had, I would have felt myself teetering on the brink of various of the above courses of action, and to do any of them would make me stupid, a fool. So, here I was: a single woman, in a London bar, having a civilised glass of wine by herself. Here I was, relieved of the pathological liar who had been holding me back for  all these years. I imagined myself in various locations around the world where I wouldn’t be able to sit here like this, on my own, with a drink. In much of the world, I would be a grandmother by now. In many places, I would still be married to Adrian. All things considered, I was privileged to be doing this. I took a deep breath and tried to feel good.

The wine was reacting with the pills. My head spun gently. I leaned back on the sofa and sighed. I had never felt so alone in my life. This felt a bit like rock bottom.

 



When the woman smiled from across the room, I smiled back, dizzy and unfocused. I told myself that there was a connection between us. We were two single women. Thanks to the discreet lighting, and thanks, perhaps, to the state I was in, I could not make out her features, but I could see that she was pretty, with long dark hair. I had always made myself blonder than I naturally was, but, looking at this woman’s glossy hair hanging darkly down her back, I thought that perhaps I should try life as a brunette. I might seem intriguing that way. I shook my head. That would be classic ‘dumped’ behaviour.

Suddenly, she was above me.

‘Hi,’ she said. She seemed more confident than me. She swam as I attempted to focus on her. I made an effort and moved my mouth in what I hoped was the shape of the word ‘hello’. Someone had come to talk to me. That was good.

I pointed to the other cushion on my sofa. ‘Ungh?’ I managed to say.

‘Thanks.’

She sat down, crossed her legs, and finished her drink  in one gulp. I made an effort to pull myself together. I was certain that if I closed my eyes, I would pass out, so I opened them wide.

‘Drink?’ she asked.

I nodded, and tried hard to sound rational. ‘Something to wake me up a bit,’ I said carefully. She looked at me, laughed, and disappeared.

She came back with a foul liquid that I hadn’t tasted for years.

‘Fernet branca,’ said my new friend. This woke me up enough to start talking, at least.

‘. . . and now I’m thirty-seven,’ I slurred, close to the end of my story, ‘and it’s all looking a bit . . . what’s the word? ... Stark. I am thirty-seven. Single. I’ll never have a child. Or a partner. And my fucking boyfriend’s fucking gay! But I still love him! How stupid?’

She narrowed her eyes at me. She was beautifully dressed, and her voice was low. When I spoke, I found myself trying to make my own voice husky too. She looked young, but she seemed wise.

‘Forget about him. Loser. Do you want a child?’ she demanded.

‘I don’t not want one. Not any more.’

‘Because most women, if they’d wanted a child, and if they’d been with someone for - how long were you with this “Steve” tosser?’ She made quote marks with her fingers when she said his name, distancing herself from him as if he were a nasty infectious disease.

‘Ten years.’

‘Since you were twenty-seven. So, if you’d actually wanted a baby, you’d have pushed the issue with him about five years ago, wouldn’t you? He’d have given it all this “but  I’m not ready” crap, you’d have been able to ditch him and meet someone else. Or maybe he would have said, actually I might be swinging the other way, sorry.’ She twiddled her hair around her finger. ‘Anyway, you’re thirty-seven. Not fifty-seven. It’s hardly impossible.’

‘Mmm. Tricky, though. A man my age who wants a family looks for a woman who’s about twenty-eight. A nice little breeder.’

I bought Rosa another vodka and tonic, and knocked back two more fernet brancas, pleased with the effect they were having. I realised that I should be asking Rosa about herself, and I tried, but she waved my questions away and said that I was more interesting than she was, which I doubted was true. Still, I returned, gratefully, to the subject of myself.

It was good to talk about it. I talked and talked, glad that she was a stranger, pleased that I would never see her again. I could tell her anything, and I did.

‘I don’t even miss him all that much,’ I confided. ‘But sometimes I miss him so much that I want to find out where he’s living and go and throw rocks through his window. But most of the time I can manage without him. Which is just as well.’

She took out a red lipstick and used the window as a mirror. A passer-by stopped and stared at her. Rosa stuck her tongue out.

‘Of course you can,’ she said. ‘You can do more than manage. It’s his loss, not yours.’

Two or three drinks later, I tried to leave. I had work in the morning and was already dreading it. If I turned up with an obvious hangover on a Tuesday, everyone would mutter about me. Being hungover on a Friday or even a  Monday was cool: my colleagues and the kids would have been pleased to see I was officially ‘not moping’. Being the worse for wear on a Tuesday would reek of solitary drinking and desperation.

Rosa smiled and pushed me back down on to the cushions. For the first time, I noticed that although her nails were beautifully manicured, her hands were big and knobbly.

‘I’m drunk enough now,’ she said, raising her immaculately plucked eyebrows, ‘to tell you my little secret.’ She gave me a piercing look. ‘Unless you’ve worked it out already. If you have, you’re good at covering up. Normally the eyes go straight from the hands to the Adam’s apple, and then they try to glimpse my legs. At which point, shiftiness kicks in.’ She smiled a wobbly smile. ‘Normally, once people work it out, they stop looking me in the eye but at the same time they can’t let me go until they’ve made me confirm it, so they ask all sorts of leading questions about my early life.’ She shuddered, waving the inept people away with her large hands. I was proud that I was so wasted I wouldn’t have recognised my own father, had he walked into the room. There was no way I was noticing Adam’s apples, not tonight. Thanks to this, I had clearly passed the test.

‘Well,’ I said, hoping that I was jumping to the right conclusion, peering at her neck, ‘I can guess what it is now, but I didn’t before. I really didn’t. You should give yourself more credit.’ I looked at her hands, and her legs. ‘I would never have known. Honestly. You look just wonderful. You have amazing legs.’

She leaned over and kissed my cheek, her hand resting on my thigh. Her perfume was subtle and musky. ‘You’re very kind.’

‘So.’ I knew I had to follow up with an intelligent question, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. ‘Um,’ I muttered. ‘What stage are you at? May one ask?’

She smiled broadly. ‘Gearing up! Hence, out here trawling around for drinking partners. Dutch courage. I’ve been Rosa for two years. That makes it very nearly D-day.’

I interrupted. ‘Who did you used to be?’

She winced, shaking her head at my tactless question. ‘Ross,’ she whispered. ‘We don’t talk about him. But the day of reckoning is at hand. It all starts for me next week. Hormone treatment, and then surgery. Then I’m truly Rosa, for ever.’ She looked nervous. ‘What do you think of that? That for the past couple of hours you’ve been sharing your secrets with . . . well, with someone like me?’

I laughed. ‘Great!’ I told her. ‘I think it’s cool. I do! It’s brilliant. I mean, you’re only young. Aren’t you?’ This wasn’t what I’d planned to say, but it was what came out.

‘I’m thirty-two.’

‘Jesus. Much younger than me.’

‘But I’ll never have babies either.’

‘Adopt one? From China or something? Maybe I’ll do that ...’ I tailed off, pleased with this new train of thought.

She snorted. ‘Yeah, right.’

I thought of something else.

‘Tell me to shut up. But do you still have, you know, a willy?’

She paused. ‘Not for long.’

I looked at her face. ‘You must have been a gorgeous man.’ She frowned, and shook her head. She pushed the idea away with both hands. ‘I mean it,’ I told her. ‘If Ross was here I’d be trying to tempt him back to my flat. I would.’

‘You can tempt Rosa. I’d like to see where you live.’

I looked around. The bar was about to shut, and we were  the last people left. Matt caught my eye. His fringe was always hanging over half his face. I wished he would get it cut.

‘Sorry, Liz,’ he called over. ‘Chucking out time. You too, mate. Lizzy, can you stand up OK?’

Rosa flicked a finger at him, and leaned over to me.

‘So, am I invited chez Liz?’

I grinned and swayed. ‘Of course you are.’

She stood up and pulled me to my feet.

 



The very last thing I had been planning when I went out for my solo drink was to bring someone back, so our flat - my flat - was not geared up for company. Steve was a neat-freak, and without him there, I had let it descend into chaos.

In fact, through my blurred vision, I saw that it was a temple to miserable self-indulgence. The sink was full of dirty cups and glasses. The paint on the blue and yellow cupboards was peeling. As if for the first time, I saw the heap of washing, the ironing board with half-ironed blouse draped over it, the exercise books piled precariously on the table. Every corner seemed to be a repository for something. I hoped Rosa would notice that, beneath the mess, there was a homely flat with colourful walls, and polished floors, and mirrors with mosaics around the edge.

I could see that the decor was too studenty. The sitting-room walls were pillar-box red. I thought that, now I was on my own, and now that I was so old, I should probably update it and paint a few walls beige, like they did on television.

I tried to say something to this effect, but my legs started to wobble, and I quickly sat down instead. After a while, I  noticed that Rosa was clearing up. She picked up all my clean washing from the other end of the sofa, and moved it on to the stairs. Then she sat next to me.

‘Can I have a drink?’ she asked. ‘Shall I get one myself? What would you like?’

‘Oh,’ I said, and tried to think. ‘Coffee? Tea? Water?’

‘Gin?’ countered my new friend. ‘Or a digestif of some sort?’

‘Um.’ I hauled myself up, pulling on the arm of the sofa. Together, we went to the kitchen, and I knelt, unsteadily, and looked through some kitchen cupboards. ‘There’s port here,’ I said, as bottles dissolved before my eyes. ‘And other things. Not quite sure what. Um. Tequila. Something from Brazil. Something from duty free.’

Rosa smiled and nodded. ‘Tequila. What else? Can we line up a few in shot glasses? I haven’t done that for months.’ She looked around uncertainly. ‘Do you have such things?’

‘Course,’ I slurred. ‘I’m a woman of the world.’ I checked, clumsily, at the backs of a few cupboards, and managed to locate them. ‘Look at this. Steve’s not a selfish pig. Thank you, Steve. You fucked a teenager but at least you left the shot glasses.’

I moved some old newspapers from the kitchen table to the floor, and put six small glasses on it. I let Rosa do the pouring. While she did it, I thought about how stupid I was being. Even through the haze of Valium, wine and fernet branca, I could see that tequila was a terrible idea. There was no way I was going to work in the morning. I didn’t think I would go to work ever again.

Rosa took the shots back to the sitting room, and I followed. I sat close to her, back on the sofa.

‘I love you,’ I told her, sleepily.

‘Oh, shut up! And drink!’

We clinked glasses and gulped back our drinks. I shifted closer to Rosa. A small alert part of me was looking on, disgusted. I hated myself and I hated my life. I was sensible. I never got talking to strangers in bars. I certainly never invited them home with me. And I never did this, either.

I stroked her arm. ‘Rosa?’ I asked.

‘Oh fuck it. Why not?’ Tequila and my nagging had made her suddenly aggressive. She sounded male, all of a sudden. ‘You want to know if it still works? Let’s find out. You want a curiosity fuck? So have one. It’s the last chance for me, I suppose. My ceremonial good riddance.’

She turned to me. I gazed at her. There was no trace remaining of Ross’s facial hair. She had already told me that she had had everything but the most delicate of eyebrows removed by electrolysis. But her bone structure was masculine.

I was propelled by alcohol and pills and self-disgust. I hated myself. I hated what I was doing. I was worthless. It didn’t matter what I did, because it just proved how horrible I was.

Sick with everything, I moved in and forced myself to kiss her. I pulled away in disgust, and so did she. I swallowed and overcame my horror. I was going to do this. I was. I thought of Steve and Miles, and I pushed myself to carry on. I had to take control, because Rosa was not enjoying this any more than I was. I pushed my mouth on to hers. Everything about it was wrong. Her mouth was soft, like mine. The intimacy when our tongues touched made my whole body shudder. She tasted different from Steve. I recoiled, but I carried on. I was propelled by a grim and determined self-hatred.

With an effort, I stood up and pulled Rosa in the direction of the stairs. As I did it, I knew how much I was going  to regret this in the morning, and I took satisfaction from that, and redoubled my efforts.

It took a lot of hard work to get Rosa to a point where she was ready for sex. I pressed onwards, not letting myself stop for a second, working with hands and fingers and mouth. I felt like a prostitute, going through the motions without feeling anything. But no one was going to pay me. I was just doing this out of perversity. Then I started to feel a little thrill, in spite of myself.

 



Twenty minutes later, we were lying on the bed. The bedside lamp was on, illuminating the debauched scene. I looked at the photograph of my mother, which had always stood on my bedside table. She was holding me, a few minutes after my birth. Her face was pale, and there were bags under her eyes. It was the only image I had of her. All the photos stopped when I was a few months old.

Rosa prodded my naked body. I couldn’t even be bothered to be ashamed of it. There were parts of my stomach and thighs that I kept meaning to lose, but that meant nothing.

‘This is everything I’ve ever wanted,’ she said, pulling my left nipple hard between her finger and thumb. I winced. ‘See, I don’t care if it hurts, because you’ve got everything I should have had. You’ve seen me.’ She was dressed by now, ashamed of her hairless male body. She had only half undressed to start with. ‘You’ve seen the mess I am. That was Ross’s last outing. He’s not proud of himself and he’s going to leave now. He’s not coming back.’

‘Good,’ I told her. I didn’t want to be her friend any more. I couldn’t bear the sight of her.

‘So I’m going.’ She shook her head. ‘Because I know what’s about to happen. I’m going to sober up, and I’m  going to hate myself with a vengeance that might seem disproportionate. I’m already disgusted. So I’ll say au revoir while I can still speak to you, and we won’t swap numbers.’

‘Me too,’ I told her. ‘Don’t slam the door when you go.’

She picked up all her things and left without saying anything else. I heard the door slam. It was half past three. I left a message on Derek’s voicemail, trying, and definitely failing, to sound sober as I excused myself from work the next day. Then I took two Nurofen with a pint of water, followed them with two sleeping pills, and passed out.




chapter four

Helen

 



 



 



Bordeaux

Papa was waiting for me in the car, his face looking old and strange in the half-light of the underground car park.

‘Bonjour,’ he said to me, more formally than a parent ought to speak to their child. He folded his copy of Le Figaro, and pulled his seat forward.

‘Hello, Papa,’ I said, tightly, and I put my bags of shopping in the back, and slid into the passenger seat. The car smelt of stale wine and old people. I tried to think of something to say.

I never had anything to say to Papa. He would only speak to me in French. I spoke English back, because Mother had always insisted that we speak English at home. I had been to English school, and I read books in English and in French, but I had never been to England. In fact, I had never left France. That was how twisted my life was. I once went to Paris on a school trip, and I’d been to the mountains, but that was it. Mother didn’t like anyone going anywhere. She  liked us all to stay put. ‘This is our haven,’ she said firmly. ‘This is where we belong.’ I used to wonder why she didn’t want to go away. Now I thought it might be because she was scared. If I had an ex-husband and an abandoned baby, I might want to hide as well.

Papa never spoke Engish. I often thought how funny his life would look, to a normal person. He was surrounded by people who spoke to him in a foreign language, which he understood, and who understood him when he spoke back in French. Most people would not consider that to be a satisfying family life. There were too many barriers there for it to be normal.

On the surface, Papa and I understood each other. But I always felt that we were speaking different languages on another level as well. I wanted him to be proud of me. I had never told him that, but if he and Mother had been proud of me, I would have been able to do anything. I knew that it would never occur to him. I was his daughter, but that appeared to mean that I was another item to be managed in his busy life.

‘Did you buy anything nice?’ he asked as he started up the car and reversed far too quickly. He always parked in a state-of-the-art underground car park that Tom called the Bat Cave, because it had curving walls at the entrance and rows of colour-coded lights showing you where to park.
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