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To Florence and Gemma










Prologue


He wasn’t going anywhere, just driving. That’s what he kept telling himself. There was a half-bottle of Teacher’s on the van’s passenger seat, mostly full, and he could hear a couple of empties clinking and rolling about underneath. He thought, although he wasn’t sure, that they’d been there for some time.


Heat haze on the road. Where was he, anyway? All fields round here, far as the eye could see; not a building in sight. Quiet enough, though. He could stop and lie down on the plastic sacks of compost and bark chips in the back. He’d be happy to sleep forever – he’d not been able to manage more than two or three hours a night these last months, and it was killing him. In desperation, he’d tried manufacturing dreams for himself, consolatory fantasies to help him drift off, but he’d used them too often and they always went wrong.


Everything had gone wrong, too many times. How he’d prided himself on being Mr Fix-it, back in the days when he was a roadie – and the habit was still there, forty years later. What a joke that was.


Fix this, you fucker. But he couldn’t fix entire lives, his own or anyone else’s, any more than he could bring the child back.


He kept on driving. His back was aching and he was sweating like a pig, despite the open window, but he didn’t know what else to do. He knew how he’d look to Jeff, if he ever got there: the gut, the bad teeth, the hangdog folds of the face. If he let his beard grow, he’d never have to look at himself in the mirror again. Except, he’d probably manage to mess that up, just like everything else.


He reached over to the passenger seat and, deftly opening the whisky bottle with his left hand, raised it to his mouth.


He’d tried not to remember things – or one thing, at least – and then found that he actually couldn’t. Like the letter Pa had written. He’d lost that about six months after the old man had died, and now, seventeen years later – time accelerating away from him – he couldn’t remember what it had said. An apology, yes, but not the words.


He ought to have asked while Pa was still alive, or asked his mother while he’d still had the chance. Now, he couldn’t remember what had held him back. He’d stopped even trying to make himself think about it.


But – he took another swig from the bottle – he wasn’t responsible for what had happened, not at the beginning. He’d just got lumbered with it. Because, jeered a voice in his head, you’re Mr Fix-it, aren’t you?


At the time, he’d pushed it away, disbelieving because he didn’t want to believe. That wasn’t ‘fixing it’. Had he known the worst all along, or only suspected? He couldn’t remember. The booze, he thought. What it does.


That whole business of knowing and not knowing. The tricks we play on ourselves. Honesty-lying, he’d heard someone call it. What alcoholics do.


Then this new thing. When he’d tried to fix that, he’d just made it worse. And if he did talk to Jeff, and managed to get some answers, would it make any difference?


He’d been afraid for such a long time. At first, he hadn’t realised that what he was feeling was fear – and when he had realised, he’d tried to deny it. The booze had blotted it out, but never for long enough, and now he was full of fear, all the time. The first drink helped with that, and sometimes the second, but not the rest.


He’d made a mess of everything.


He took another drink and glanced at his watch. Past seven o’clock, now – time playing tricks on him. How long had he been driving? Longer than he’d thought. Several hours longer, in fact.


Janice would say he ought to talk about it – trying to be kind, but not having a clue . . . Or, if she did, that would make it unimaginably worse. And what if Jeff realised what he was really getting at? He’d have to be careful how he asked the questions. He’d be casual, pretend he was just passing through.


If he got there. He could still go home.


Except, this was his only chance, while Suzie and the others were away. Otherwise, she’d want to know where he’d been. They all would, and he couldn’t face that.


No, he certainly didn’t want to talk to anyone about it.


He was way beyond that.


Soon it would be dark.


 










One


How was she supposed to know? She’d thought he was just really, really asleep, like when he’d been in the pub with Mark and them, and they all came in late and made a noise downstairs. He was still in his daytime clothes and the curtains weren’t pulled, but that was how he always slept when he’d been out the night before, and no one would want to get under a duvet when it was so boiling hot all the time, would they?


That’s why she’d gone to get her coloured pens, because he’d thought it was funny last time when she did Dan the Man in a heart on his arm and he’d woken up and seen it. She’d just started on the words, doing it really carefully because it was the hairy bit of his arm so it was quite difficult to make the letters neat. Then Mum had come in and started shouting, and slapped her hand away so hard that the pen flew right across the room.


It wasn’t fair. Mum was always shouting, and she didn’t have the right because she wasn’t even Molly’s real mum. She was just Suzie, like Dan was just Dan and not her great-uncle or whatever he was supposed to be – except that he wasn’t even that anymore, because he was dead. At least Suzie’s latest boyfriend, Mark, didn’t pretend to be her real dad. He’d have been rubbish, anyway. He wasn’t even a good boyfriend: Suzie was always angry because he never came round when he said he would.


Her real mum wouldn’t have shouted, or hit her. She wouldn’t have sat in the kitchen for hours, drinking wine and yelling at Molly to go away. Or thumped up the stairs in the middle of the night and fallen over and woken her up. Or stayed in her bedroom all morning and refused to unlock the door or even say anything.


It wasn’t Molly’s fault that Dan was dead. Mum – no, she was Suzie, not Mum – had said she should have known, but she didn’t see how she could have. He hadn’t gone cold and hard like the squirrel they’d found in the garden. Tom had said that it was because he hadn’t been dead for long enough. It was a shame Tom wasn’t her real brother: even though he was loads older and out a lot, he was always nice to her when he was there. He’d found her hiding in Dan’s shed after Suzie had started shouting, and he’d taken her roller-skating in Norwich. They’d gone in Dan’s van, and afterwards they went to a nice café. Tom had said she could have anything she wanted. He hadn’t even minded when she’d taken ages to decide, and after that they went to see Maleficent.


On the way home, Tom had told her it wasn’t anyone’s fault that Dan was dead. Molly didn’t believe him, but she didn’t say so because he was saying it to be nice and make her feel better. It was someone’s fault, because things always were. Like the reason she was here in this big old messy house with Suzie and not at home with her real mum and dad.


Anyway, now she knew whose fault that was: Dan’s. She knew because of what she’d discovered in his shed before Tom had found her and taken her roller-skating and everything.


She’d have to think what to do about that. First, though, she had to go back into Dan’s room and get her coloured pens. Tom had told her that some people came to take Dan away while they were out. Molly’d kept telling herself that was true, and Dan wasn’t in his room anymore, but now that she was actually standing at the top of the stairs, hanging on to the banister with both hands and staring across a few feet of landing at the closed door, she didn’t feel so certain.


Perhaps Dan was still lying on his bed, only his body had gone flat because he wasn’t breathing. Or he might be standing, propped behind the door or in the wardrobe, with unmoving eyes, his face like plasticine when all the colours mixed up, and sort of melted-looking and shiny in a horrible way, like the waxworks she’d seen last year in the museum at Great Yarmouth. She’d had to sleep with the light on and the door open for ages after, in case she woke up and found one of them in her room.


All she had to do was get across the landing, open the door, go into Dan’s room, grab her pens off the table by his bed and run back out, and then everything would be all right. She could go and sit on her own bed for a bit and practise writing her real name in different colours.


First, though, she’d got to make it safe, and that meant working out how to do it in the right order, so Waxwork Dan couldn’t get her if he was there. Molly squeezed her eyes shut to make the image go away, then opened them and stared down at her two hands, side by side, clutching the banister. As long as she was touching something all the time, it would be OK. If she worked her way around the landing anticlockwise, she could avoid the gap at the top of the stairs. Then, once she’d managed to open the door, she’d have to hold her breath and sort of shrink into herself so she was as small as possible, and not touch anything except the pens. The one Suzie had hit across the room was Molly’s favourite – purple – but she mustn’t stop and look for it in case it took too long and something bad happened.


Heart pounding, Molly lifted one hand off the banister. The putty-coloured, lumpy-featured waxwork faces inside her head crowded nearer as she took the first tiny step towards her goal.










Two


The combination was 0570, the month and year of her daughter’s birth. Ordinarily, this would have been a very bad idea, because – like the date of your wedding anniversary or something obvious like 1234 – it was easily guessed, but as Janice had never told anyone, husband or friend, that she had had a child, she reckoned it was safe enough. She used to it access everything, sometimes together with the name she’d given the baby: Suzanne. Janice assumed she was called something else now. They’d had a week together before the adoption officer – heather twinset and one front tooth flecked with lipstick – had said that she was going to show Suzanne to her prospective parents, and taken her away. Nineteen-year-old Janice had waited for the woman to bring her baby back so that she could say goodbye, but she hadn’t come.


Unit S0356 was near the end of one of dozens of identical corridors lined with heavy metal doors in a self-storage facility just off the Purley Way, Croydon. Boxy and, but for the name written on the primary-coloured sign, virtually indistinguishable from its neighbours, it had strip lighting and air that hummed. Apart from that, and the occasional metallic clang or rumble of a trolley, it was silent.


Ten years ago, before she’d cleared her house prior to renting it out, Janice had attended a workshop in a converted barn in Devon. ‘De-cluttering: How to overcome the practical and emotional challenges of the sorting process’ had been very helpful. Not for Janice the jumbles of exercise bikes, foot spas, digital photo frames and pasta-making machines she’d glimpsed in other people’s lockers, although she hadn’t entirely managed to embrace her inner minimalist, getting seriously hung up on the clothes bit of the process. The facilitator had told the group that women either kept stuff because to throw the clothes away would be an admission of shopping failure, or because to get rid of them would be to admit that they’d never again be a size ten.


There was also the hope that the clothes might come back into fashion or acquire vintage status, and quite a lot of Janice’s stuff from the late sixties and the seventies came into this category. The clothes from Biba, Bus Stop and Thea Porter and the pricey painted silk creations from Granny Takes a Trip were definitely worth a bit. Although no longer able to wear them – they were a tiny size eight and nowadays, she was a bit larger than that – Janice hadn’t felt able to part with them. In any case, she didn’t need the money. The divorce from her first husband in 1978 had left her with a dilapidated four-bedroom Victorian house in the then not-particularly-desirable area of Notting Hill Gate. Now it was worth a fortune, and she rented it out for an embarrassingly large sum, splitting her time between travelling, a pretty cottage on the Suffolk coast (courtesy of her second divorce, in 1993) and an occasional night or weekend staying with friends in London. That she could do this was entirely due to chance – right time, right place, right people. Apart from the money she spent on travel, Janice lived unostentatiously, trying to disguise her good luck.


Between overseas trips, she had decided to rearrange the furniture in her cottage. She was trying to work out the easiest way of retrieving a Victorian chest of drawers from behind a pair of art deco mirrors when her phone rang.


The name DAN appeared on the screen: her brother, who had moved back to the family home in Norfolk during their parents’ last years. They’d grown apart and didn’t speak often. ‘Hi, how’s it going?’


‘Not well, I’m afraid.’ It was a woman’s voice. ‘That’s why I’m calling. Am I speaking to Janice Keaton?’


‘That’s right.’ Janice forced herself to speak slowly. ‘And you are . . . ?’


‘Suzie.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Suzie. Short for Suzanne. I’m your daughter.’


 










Three


Unbalanced, Janice lurched sideways, banging her elbow painfully on the edge of the metal door frame. ‘I’m sorry, what did you . . . ?’ Her voice felt remote, as if someone else were controlling her larynx.


‘I’m your daughter,’ repeated the voice, matter-of-factly. ‘You’re my mother.’ The accent was southern English and slightly husky – a smoker, perhaps.


Her daughter – here, now. Suddenly everything, including the background hum, was silent, as though the air itself were holding its breath. ‘You’re . . .’ It was no good – nothing more would come out. Gripping the phone tightly, Janice slid down the wall until she was sitting on the cold concrete floor. My daughter. Suzie, my daughter. She has the name I gave her.


Suzie’s voice came from the other end of the line in waves, like the sea. ‘. . . afraid he’s dead.’


‘What?’ said Janice. ‘Who’s dead?’


‘Dan. Your brother. I’m sorry.’


‘I don’t understand. Why are you . . . ? I mean, how . . . ?’


‘How do I know? I’m in Norfolk. I’ve been staying here.’


‘Where?’ asked Janice, stupidly.


‘At the Old Rectory. I’m really sorry about Dan. We found him this morning. In bed.’


‘We?’


‘Molly. My daughter.’


‘Your daughter?’


‘Yes. She’s ten.’


I have a granddaughter, thought Janice. Molly. Suzie and Molly. ‘I’m sorry, this is all a bit . . . You’re saying that Dan is dead?’


‘Yes, this morning.’


‘How did he die?’


‘Well, obviously his heart stopped beating, but we don’t really know yet.’


‘Has he – had he – been ill?’


‘He seemed OK. Or if he wasn’t, he hadn’t said anything to me. When did you last talk to him?’


Catching an undertone of accusation, Janice said, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t remember.’ When had it been? She didn’t know. She remembered sending him a postcard, back in May, when she was in Yangon. She’d written Happy Birthday across the bottom. ‘We weren’t particularly close, I’m afraid.’


‘Yes, I know.’


Dan and Suzie must have discussed her. Ignoring the prick of resentment, Janice said, ‘He was only sixty-six.’ Three years older than she was.


‘I know. The G.P. said there’d have to be a post-mortem because he hadn’t seen him for ages.’


‘Yes, I suppose there would be. Dan didn’t tell me about you. That you were there, I mean.’


‘I asked him not to.’


Janice felt as though someone had punched her in the chest. ‘You didn’t want to meet me?’


‘I just wanted to get used to the idea of another family first, you know?’


‘Yes,’ said Janice automatically, although she didn’t know at all. ‘How long have you been staying with him?’


‘Since February.’


Six months. ‘And you didn’t . . . He didn’t . . .’ Janice clutched at the information, trying to secure it, but it seemed too much to grapple with, let alone land. She gulped in some air and said, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand. How did you meet Dan?’


‘I had an address for you – the one in the file – so I wrote a letter and he phoned me.’


‘So you wrote to me and he opened the letter?’


‘Yeah, by mistake – with it being his surname and everything. That’s just how it worked out. Look, when can you come up?’


Just how it worked out . . . ‘Come up?’


‘Here. I’m not really part of the family and there’s the funeral and everything, so . . . you know . . .’


‘Shall I come tomorrow?’


‘All right.’


‘Well, it’s . . .’ Janice groped for a word. Astonishing? Amazing? ‘It’s lovely to talk to you at last.’


‘Yes.’ This was said flatly, with no discernible emotion. ‘You sound posher than I expected. Posher than Dan, I mean.’


‘Do I? Sorry.’


‘No, just saying. Anyway, see you tomorrow, OK?’


‘Yes, I—’ Before Janice could get any further, the dial tone buzzed in her ear.


*


How extraordinary, she thought, that the most important occasion of her life to date – the first conversation she’d ever had with her only child, after forty-four years and three months – should have taken place in a self-storage facility in Croydon. Four hours later, she was a few hundred yards down the Purley Way, sitting on the side of a double bed in a bland, budget chain hotel. She hadn’t felt capable of driving any further.


She’d walked into the lobby, checked in, and then stood staring, dazed, at the rows of Twixes, Anadin tablets, condoms and soft drinks in the bank of vending machines before purchasing, with some difficulty, a plastic packet containing a toothbrush and toothpaste, and a cardboard cup of caffè latte. Now, in the late afternoon, she was sitting on the bed, bracing herself with her palms flat down on the burnished copper and purple bedspread, and staring at the print on the wall in front of her. She’d phoned Liz and Bob, the friends she’d been going to have an early dinner with, and made an excuse. She couldn’t face talking to anyone, and especially not Liz, whose daughter, Saffron, was on her third cycle of I.V.F.


Tomorrow, she was going to see her daughter. The baby who had been taken away forty-four years ago had returned as a woman on the end of a phone line. Although the line itself had been perfectly clear, Janice had felt as though they were shouting across a vast distance of missed years and unshared experiences. She didn’t even know Suzie’s full name yet.


Over those years, she’d rehearsed many variations of that first conversation, but it hadn’t been remotely like any of them. She’d never imagined her first meeting with her daughter taking place in her childhood home either, and tomorrow, it would.


Would Suzie have even phoned if Dan hadn’t died? Perhaps she wouldn’t. Yet Suzie had been looking for her, hadn’t she? She’d said so. That was how she’d found Dan. And why had Dan died, suddenly and for no good reason?


 










Four


What the hell was going on? Janice sat very still, head down, feeling as if everything around her might suddenly fall apart – a cartoon fissure appear in the floor and the bed be swallowed up, taking her with it, or the entire room disintegrate into smithereens. She got off the bed and sat on the carpet instead.


It felt safer, but not much.


After some time, she pulled herself up on the bed, where she lay, fully clothed, for several hours, staring at the ceiling. Too much emotion – Dan, Suzie, Molly, the past, the future – had pushed her rational brain into neutral so that she couldn’t think, but two or three times she wept helplessly, big, heaving sobs that left her barely able to breathe.


At nine p.m., she cleaned her teeth, then took off her jeans and got under the bedspread, but she couldn’t sleep. She tried television, flicking, unseeing, around the channels, then took her novel, a Booker shortlister from the year before last, out of her bag and flipped over the pages. At quarter past four in the morning, she gave up, got dressed and checked out.


By the time she arrived at her cottage in Walberswick, it had been light for an hour or so. She got out of the car, ducking behind the hedge to avoid the neighbour walking his spaniels, and, creeping indoors, went into the utility room to retrieve her suitcase. Staring blearily out of the small window, across the marshes at the stump of disused windmill in the distance, she thought: I haven’t got a big brother anymore. Some time on Monday night or in the early hours of yesterday morning, I stopped being a sister.


There must have been something wrong. Healthy people didn’t die in their sleep for no reason. Dan, she knew, had never gone near a doctor if he could help it, and he certainly wasn’t the type who’d self-diagnose on the internet – even if he’d had a computer, which, as far as Janice knew, he hadn’t. Once, when she’d said something about the online community, he’d said it wasn’t a community but a bunch of socially retarded compulsive wankers, so she seriously doubted that he’d acquired a laptop since she’d last spoken to him – which, she now remembered, was four or five months ago.


Had Suzie been fond of Dan? Janice mentally replayed as much of their conversation as she could remember. She’d sounded detached, as though she were merely passing on information. But then, she – Janice – had probably sounded like that herself – shock would do that to you.


Dan had been the last person in Janice’s immediate family who’d known her from a child. Upstairs, she put the case down on her bed and started opening cupboard drawers and pulling things out. How long was she going to stay in Norfolk? More to the point, how long would Suzie want her there? The Victorian rectory in Repshall might now belong to her, since she was Dan’s next of kin, but it was Suzie who lived there, and Molly. ‘Molly,’ said Janice, aloud. ‘My granddaughter, Molly.’ The words felt unusual in her mouth, as though she were trying out an obscure foreign language.


What should she wear? She leant over the dressing table to peer at herself in the mirror. God, the bags under her eyes! She’d resisted the urge to have herself stitched and injected into line-free immobility, but now she wondered if, perhaps, a small amount of work mightn’t be a good idea. But, for now, she still had her summer tan, and her hair, tinted the week before, looked all right. 


Who would Suzie look like, her or Jeff? She couldn’t really remember what Jeff looked like, beyond a general impression of narrow blue eyes and high cheekbones. She must have a photograph knocking around somewhere. Ten to one it was in Croydon, in the big box with all the letters and things. Stupid! If she’d thought, she could have gone back and fetched it to show Suzie.


Janice didn’t even have a baby picture of her daughter. Her only keepsake – referred to by Ma as a ‘souvenir’, as if Janice had been on a trip to Torquay or Benidorm – was the pale yellow cot blanket she’d knitted during her pregnancy. She’d wanted it to go with the baby, but the non-reappearance of the adoption officer had put paid to that. Ma, whose primary emotion surrounding Janice’s pregnancy had been embarrassment, had told her not to make a fuss. 


All the books Janice had read about adoption reunions indicated that contact was best initiated by the child, which was why she’d never tried: she’d winced too many times at stories about over-needy mothers who’d never got over the pain of parting with their babies, when what the now-adult children wanted was to have their curiosity satisfied and the questions about their identity answered. Or – and potentially worse, Janice thought – now-adult children who’d constructed a fantasy mother which no real person could hope to equal.


Stop trying to analyse everything, Janice told herself. She chose a floaty top to wear with her jeans and shoved on the bangles she’d bought last year in Cambodia, finished packing and put her stuff in the car.


She walked down to the harbour to try and collect her thoughts, because there was no doubt about it: she was nervous – no, actually frightened – of meeting her daughter. I wish I had her letter, she thought. I’m her mother. I should have met her first. That’s just how it worked out . . . Pretending not to have noticed another neighbour, this time with a black Labrador in tow, who was waving from the beach, she wrenched her thoughts away from Suzie and on to Dan. She had no idea who his friends were – who would she invite to the funeral?


Since their parents had died, she’d spoken to her brother a few times a year on the phone, but that was it. It had always been difficult getting information out of Dan. He never talked about himself or other people, so if you asked it felt like prying, and whenever she’d suggested coming up to see him, he’d always have some excuse to put her off: he was too busy, she ought to wait until the weather improved, or – once – a lorry had overturned and deposited several hundredweight of manure in the driveway. Could he have had cancer, and not told her? If that were the case, he hadn’t told Suzie, either, or been to the doctor. Perhaps he’d just felt worse and worse and been too afraid to tell anybody. I should have insisted on coming to see him, she thought, or simply turned up without warning.


It was going to be another hot day; already, the air was moist and sluggish. There were still a few summer visitors about, but, it being almost September, the children would soon be back at school. Janice started walking down the row of beach huts; they weren’t candy coloured here, like neighbouring Southwold, but a uniform, sombre black. Dan hadn’t mentioned any lovers in recent years, although there had been plenty in the past, and he’d been married, once. There hadn’t been any kids. Janice couldn’t remember Dan ever actually telling her, but she assumed he must have got divorced. She bloody well hoped so: Marietta, though undeniably beautiful, had been a cow.


She stared at the flaking paint on the hull of an upturned boat and wondered if Dan had kept up with any of his school friends. She could remember some of these: Jonno (fat and funny), Roger (whose face was so pitted with acne that it might have been the surface of an angry planet) and Simon (the dishy one, who, on the rare but heart-stoppingly wonderful occasions when he’d paid her any attention, had made her blush and giggle) . . . Then there were the people on the music scene that Dan had introduced her to when she’d come down to London, aged sixteen. Some of them had become famous. Surely he’d have mentioned it if he’d been in touch with any of them?


Hearing someone call out, she looked round, but the only person she could see was a woman standing further down the row of beach huts, hand above eyes, scanning the horizon. Suddenly, a little girl, sticky, sandy and already full of sun, ran out from behind one of the fishing boats and flung herself at the woman, clasping her round the legs. The woman bent over to stroke the child’s hair, and the tenderness of the gesture made Janice want to cry. There was a fierce, wrenching pain inside her chest as if her heart, thawed, was bursting out of its casing, and when the tears did come, she couldn’t stop them. She turned away before either mother or child saw her and, still weeping, hurried back through the village to her car.


 










Five


Coming off the Norwich bypass, Janice started to wonder if Suzie had tried to find Jeff as well as her. His name wasn’t in the adoption agency’s records, but Dan could have told her what it was. She’d read that, for a variety of reasons, far fewer people looked for their fathers than for their mothers. Perhaps Suzie had discussed it with Dan, and he’d explained what had happened before she was born.


Janice tried to imagine this conversation, and failed. She had no idea where Jeff might be, or even if he was still alive. What if Suzie already had looked on Facebook or something, and found him? What might he have told her? That it was all a mistake? Because that was the truth: getting pregnant had been a mistake. She hadn’t been in love with Jeff and she’d certainly never intended to stay with him, but she couldn’t tell Suzie that. Still less could she tell her that she’d been planning to have an abortion before Jeff talked her out of it, or that Ma had told her later that that’s exactly what she should have done, rather than end up with what she’d referred to as ‘this mess’.


In the conversations she’d rehearsed, she now realised, these details had been quickly skated over, the emotional ice being too thin to bear any weight. How could she tell Suzie that she’d felt as though she were drowning, that Ma had come to visit her in the hospital and, having hovered momentarily over the crib like a bad fairy, had averted her face and never once mentioned the baby, then or afterwards.


They’d made it quite clear what they’d thought of Jeff though – or rather, Ma had. Pa was like Dan, not much given to expressing himself. She’d never been sure what Dan had thought about any of it. In fact, the only time she ever remembered him saying anything was when Ma and Pa had brought her home after Suzie was taken away. He’d been working as a roadie then, and he’d put his arm round her shoulders, said he was sorry about the baby, and had given her a carton of duty-free cigarettes from Hamburg.


Now the memory of his kindness made her weep again. Forty-four years of no tears at all, she thought as she leant over to claw a packet of tissues out of the glovebox, and now I can’t seem to do anything except cry. It was true: two divorces, numerous break-ups, the deaths of both parents and of friends and, last year, of a lover, as well as umpteen smaller tragedies, and she hadn’t shed a single tear. Now, with the shipwreck of her life groaning to the surface and breaking apart, she couldn’t stop.


She’d always managed to steer clear of the subject of adoption, even in a general way. When women said things like, ‘I don’t understand how anyone can give away their baby,’ it made her shrivel inside. Suzie was a mother. She’d be bound to say that, especially if she was a single mother, because attitudes were so different now.


She must hate me, thought Janice. That’s why she hasn’t been in touch, why she told Dan not to say anything. She hates me, and it’s my fault. She could already hear Suzie’s voice in her head: If you’d really loved me, you wouldn’t have let me go.


‘I did love you,’ she said, desperately. ‘I did. I do.’


Almost blinded by tears, she pulled over and rested her forehead against the steering wheel. Suzie’s voice came again, accusing: Then how could you do it?


‘I was nineteen,’ Janice croaked, ‘and everything was different then.’ The truth, but how lame it sounded, how pathetic. She could try and explain to Suzie that she’d been young and hadn’t known what the hell she was doing and that Jeff, who’d been all for it at the beginning, had decided six months in that it wasn’t his scene, and split. She could try and explain that everyone had told her that adoption was the best thing, and that the most important decision of her life had, effectively, been taken out of her hands.


She looked up, blinking, and saw that she had stopped outside a petrol station. Closed now, with a ridge of concrete around it to deter caravans, Janice remembered it from childhood, when her father had gone there to fill up his Austin Cambridge. The canopy was still there, and the pumps in the centre of the forecourt, but the boarded-up shop was tagged with graffiti, and dandelions were pushing their way through the asphalt. Wondering when it had closed, she realised, with a shock, that the last time she’d been to Norfolk – and the last time she’d actually laid eyes on Dan – had been Ma’s funeral, in 2008. That had been after an eleven-year gap – Pa had died in 1997.


Janice had been in regular contact with her parents in the years directly after Suzie’s birth, but as time went on and her anger against them, and against herself for not being more assertive, had increased, she’d felt less and less inclined to visit or even phone.


Suzie had been their only grandchild. If Molly was ten, she must have been born in 2003 or 2004. That meant that Ma, at least, could have known her great-granddaughter if things had been different. 


She had to pull herself together. She owed it to Suzie not to arrive a wet, weeping mess. Bad enough that Dan was dead, without her falling to pieces as well.


Wiping her eyes, she looked across the road and saw a pair of high, solid gates with a sign: LAND SELECTED FOR QUALITY DWELLINGS BY PORTWAY EXECUTIVE HOMES. Underneath, in smaller type, it said, No unauthorised admittance. All visitors must report to site office.


Of course: Crowhurst Psychiatric Hospital. In the era of the big bin, the Victorian cod-Gothic pile had served most of the county. When it was still in use, it had been hidden from the road by tall hedges, but now, spiked fences had been erected around the perimeter and there were security cameras, boxed in metal grilles, on poles. A great deal of land had belonged to it, including a forest – now, presumably, all sold. Janice could just see, over the gates, the sharp gables of the gatekeeper’s lodge, and the chimneys of the big house in the far distance. She pictured missing tiles, broken windows and leaves, blown in, gathered in the corners of the rooms, flaking murals left over from the sixties and seventies – self-expression for the mad. She’d never been in there, or known anyone who had. A memory popped up, startling her, of Pa saying that they used to use something called paraldehyde to sedate the patients, and that it made your breath smell and rotted your teeth. Thinking about this now, Janice wondered how it was that Pa, who had been a Professor of Theoretical Physics, not a doctor, had come by this information.


She did some more nose blowing and applied some make-up, then stared for a moment out of the car window at the vast sweep of the fields beyond the garage forecourt, wondering if the secrets – whether intended to be such, or not – and lack of discussion about important things mightn’t have had something to do with the landscape. Maybe, being big and empty, with its flat land and huge sky, it made you keep things close.


 










Six


Phoebe Amanda Piper.


Phoebe Amanda Piper, aged ten.


Love from Phoebe xxx.


 


All the way down the dull mauve page of her scrapbook. Pink looked best, Molly thought, then turquoise, then orange. Purple would have been best of all, but she wasn’t ready to go back into Dan’s room and find the pen, even though she’d managed to get the others. She’d done it all properly, going round the landing and holding her breath and everything, so Waxwork Dan wasn’t in the room and it was OK, but it might not work for a second time.


Suzie was still shut up in her bedroom, so Molly couldn’t ask her to help with the pen, and Tom hadn’t come home yet. Sighing, she put the scrapbook aside and lay down flat on her bed, clutching the sides of the mattress and staring at the ceiling. It was high – much further up than in the last place they’d lived – and it had a brownish stain on one side, shaped like a rabbit’s ears, from where the roof had leaked.


When she imagined the meeting with her real parents, it was always in the same place: a pink, satin-lined marquee like the one Ellie’s mum and dad had hired when it was Ellie’s big sister’s wedding. There wouldn’t be a big cake or any of that stuff – well, duh – but there’d be flowers and those goldy chairs with thin legs. Molly would have a dress like the one Ellie’d had for being a bridesmaid, only it would be pink, not blue.


She didn’t know if it would be exactly like that, but she knew she’d be in the middle, with her real dad, David Piper, sitting on one side and Melissa Piper, her real mum, on the other. They’d be behind a long table covered in a white cloth, and there’d be lots of people with microphones, cameras clicking and phones held up, flashing. Outside, there’d be people waving and yelling and holding up posters they’d made, like the ones on Big Brother, only these ones would say Welcome Home and We Heart Feebs and have her photo really big.


David and Melissa would say how happy they were, and how much they loved her, and there’d be a cuddle for the T.V. cameras. She’d have to remember not to blink, because that made you look funny.


They’d want a photo of her with Snuggle Pup as well, because everyone knew about Snuggle Pup. There’d been lots of pictures in the papers of her holding him, from before she’d been stolen, when she was really little, and Melissa had been photographed with him loads of times and cuddled him on television and everything. Molly thought she could remember the feeling of him, floppy ears and plush orangey-brown fur, tucked under her arm while Melissa read her a bedtime story. She couldn’t remember any of the stories, but it had been when she was three, so nobody would expect her to . . . Would they? Molly was a bit worried that they might, or that her not remembering might upset Melissa.


She never wanted to upset Melissa, or David. Ever since she’d realised who she really was, she’d loved them more than anything in the world. Course, she’d loved them before, only she hadn’t known it, because she hadn’t known she was Phoebe Piper. Molly wasn’t sure if she ought to be sad about this, or if it was just interesting.


She’d never do anything bad. Melissa and David loved her so much. They’d been looking for her for seven whole years. Seven was an important number – Molly knew that. It was lucky, and there were seven days in a week and seven colours in a rainbow and seven Harry Potter books and James Bond was 007. There was lots of stuff with sevens in it in stories, too. Molly was too old for books at bedtime now, but perhaps Melissa would read her one sometimes, to make up. Melissa would be glad to, if she asked, especially once she had explained that Suzie had never read her a bedtime story, not even once.


It would be funny being called Phoebe again. She’d had to practise spelling it for ages before she got it right. Phoebe meant ‘bright and shining’. When they’d done about names at school, and everyone had to find out what their name meant, she’d looked it up first, because it was her real name. Then she’d looked up Amanda, because that was her real middle name, and it meant ‘deserving to be loved’. After that, she’d looked up Molly and found out that it wasn’t even a proper name, just a different way of saying Mary, and Mary meant ‘bitter’. It was a rubbish name.


She’d have to get used to calling Melissa and David Mum and Dad, too. She didn’t think that would be too difficult. And she’d be famous, one of the most famous girls in the world. Really, she was already – it was just that nobody knew it yet. Soon, it would happen. Molly whispered it to herself as she stared up at the rabbit-ears stain on the ceiling. Soon.


The first time she’d been recognised was when she was six, only she hadn’t realised till afterwards. She’d got lost when they were out shopping and a security guard had taken her to a nice place where they’d given her orange squash and an ice cream and everyone wanted to talk to her. Two policemen came, and when Suzie came to get her they’d taken her off into this little room for ages and ages. When they’d all come out, and they were in the corridor so Molly could hear, Suzie had said, ‘That bloody picture.’ Molly didn’t know what it meant then, only later, when Suzie had explained about the little girl who was missing, and how they’d made up a photograph of what she might look like now she was six, and she looked just like Molly. She’d been too young to understand, but people had kept on looking at her in a really starey way, and sometimes they’d said things, but to each other, if there was two of them, not to Suzie. Then it stopped for a bit and Molly forgot about it, and then it started happening again just before they came here, because they did a new picture and it still looked like Molly. A woman had noticed when they went to see the Christmas lights in London, and she told a policeman and he came and talked to Suzie when they were just standing on the pavement with all the people there who could hear what he was saying and everyone was looking. Molly could tell Suzie was embarrassed because she’d undone her scarf and her neck was all blotchy red. And still Molly hadn’t known, not really, but afterwards she’d thought about it a lot and got Tom to show her all the stuff about Phoebe Piper on his laptop – things from the newspapers. Then, when she’d been looking at them, she’d started remembering about what it was like when she was Phoebe. She’d known it was right because she could feel it inside. And she’d noticed people looking even more, this time, if they were in a bus or on the Tube – really staring, so that Suzie had to pretend she hadn’t seen them doing it. And when they’d lived in the B & B, one of the women there had even called her Phoebe, instead of Molly.


After she’d been at the new school in Norfolk for a bit, Molly’d told Ellie about it, except she’d left out about the woman in the B & B being mad and smelling of wee. Ellie agreed that she did look like Phoebe Piper, but after that she’d started going round with Jasmine. The two of them were always talking about Molly, laughing behind her back. Ellie’d never been to London. Nor had Jasmine. They were stupid and horrible and didn’t know anything.


 


Still praying, still searching.


Think abt u all the time.


Never give up.


Phoebe, our princess.


Sending our love.


God bless u.


 


She’d seen the messages on the website when Tom let her go on his computer. There’d be even more, now, because people put new things up every day. It was nice thinking about them, especially after what happened with Dan.


It would be good if Tom could carry on being her brother when she was Phoebe again. Of course, the Pipers would want her all to themselves, but they didn’t have any other children so she wouldn’t have new brothers or sisters to replace Tom, and maybe they’d let her keep him.


 


Light a candle 4 Phoebe 2nite.


Lost angel.


Stay strong.


Never 4get u.


All our prayers.


Come back soon, baby girl.


 


Soon, Molly told herself. Because she really did know, now, and it was true. What she’d found yesterday in Dan’s shed proved that it was.


Now we’ll see who’s stupid, Ellie Roberts. Now we’ll see, Jasmine Burnside. We’ll see who’s stupid now, won’t we?


 










Seven


The villages Janice passed through were tidier than she remembered. The bungalows with flat-roofed sun lounges that she’d seen being put up in the sixties and seventies now looked shabby and forlorn, but nothing else did. The gardens were neater and prettier, and the paint – an awful lot of which, on doors and window frames, seemed to be sage green – looked fresh. There were new houses, too, in brick and flint, carefully built in the vernacular style. They made Janice think of being the new kid at school, painfully aware of the thick stiffness of your new blazer and desperate to fit in.


The pond at Gorleigh Green was definitely cleaner, and there were geese and ducks waddling across the surrounding grass. The Methodist Chapel at Yelton had been converted into an antique shop, and further down the lane, a boutiquey place called The Old Forge had Cath Kidston products draped over bits of driftwood in the window. It must, she supposed, be the same on the coast, with gastro pubs, and fishermen’s cottages turned into second homes for Londoners.


When had it all become the stuff of colour supplements? Perhaps, thought Janice, the gentrification had already begun six years before, when she’d come for Ma’s funeral, and she’d failed to notice.


She drove past the ruins of the priory and the now-disused R.A.F. Ventham, and then the road dipped down into Repshall, the gentle incline the nearest thing to a hill for miles around.


The sage-green paint was everywhere here, too, and the village sign on its pole in the middle of the green – a man harvesting with a scythe – had been picked out in bright colours. The village shop, however, still looked as Janice remembered it: the faded advertisement for the Eastern Daily Press above the window, and a few moribund spuds and carrots in boxes on a bench outside. The only things that seemed different were the newspapers, also displayed outside, but now in an individually compartmentalised case under plastic lids.


That familiarity, at least, was reassuring. The Lord Nelson was still there, too, and open for lunch. Slowing down, Janice saw a succession of burly young workmen stooping to step through the low door and, through the open window of her car, heard snatches of conversation in Polish, or perhaps Bulgarian or Romanian.


Rounding the corner, she took a deep breath. The Old Rectory was just about to come into view, and . . . Oh, God. There it was, at the bend of the lane, the gates open, two pairs of Dutch gables clearly visible above the unkempt hawthorn hedge.


Janice stopped the car in the lane. She needed time to think. Should she have called to say when she’d be arriving? Perhaps she ought to phone and warn Suzie. She felt trapped, sick with expectation. What if it all went wrong? A horn sounded behind her and Janice saw, in her rear-view mirror, a tractor pulling a load of straw. The huge rolls, sticking out of the open trailer on either side, were brushing the hedgerow, and there was no question of it being able to overtake. Automatically, she restarted the car, and before she knew it, she’d driven the few hundred yards up the lane, turned off and pulled up in front of the porch.


A child’s bicycle was lying on the gravel, but there were no vehicles other than her own in the drive. With flaking paint and weeds around the porch, the house, Janice thought, had a weary look, as though it had resigned itself to the depredations of the weather. The front door was slightly ajar. Janice got out of the car, hesitated for a moment, and then gave the wood a slight, non-committal push with her fingertips.


It was almost as hot inside the house as it was outside, and the coconut mat was askew on the chequered tiles of the passage floor, a child-size denim jacket lying next to it. The rest of the coats and boots, Janice saw, hung where such things always had, in the small room off to the left-hand side, but the hall had a neglected appearance, scratches and scrapes on the wooden panelling, scuffs on the skirting and doors.


No sound from anywhere. ‘Hello!’ Janice called out, and then, attempting to inject a cheerful note into her voice, ‘Anybody home?’


Nothing. She went into the sitting room, which ran the length of the back of the house. This looked messy and neglected, too, with the tall French windows so dirty that the garden beyond was a greenish smear. On the mantelpiece, amidst a jumble of glasses and ashtrays, stood a framed photograph of her parents on their wedding day. Pa in uniform, not yet demobbed, had his arm round Ma in her best jacket and skirt, both shyly proud. Janice leant forward to blow dust off the glass. Had it always been there? She couldn’t remember. Maybe Dan had brought it out to show Suzie. She wondered what her daughter had thought, looking at it, especially if Dan had told her that Ma, at least, hadn’t wanted her to exist.


At the other end of the room, the baby grand piano that Ma had played still stood, but now, its lid down and covered in clutter, it was no longer an instrument but just another surface. Janice knew, without testing, that it would be out of tune.


She went through to the kitchen. Like the sitting room, it was big, and almost unchanged: flagstones, a Belfast sink and wooden draining board in front of the window, and a long table where they’d eaten their meals when she was a child. Now, there were two empty wine bottles standing on the table beside a saucer full of cigarette butts, and the scarred wooden surface was stained and strewn with ash. Only one wine glass, though, which presumably meant that, the previous night, at least, Suzie had been drinking alone. There was a smell – something rotten – coming from an overflowing plastic bin beside the back door. Cardboard pizza boxes were piled up beside it, next to more empty bottles: wine, mostly, and supermarket brands of vodka and whisky. Crockery was piled precariously in the sink, and the floor felt sticky underfoot.


In Janice’s memory, her childhood home was tidy, well kept. Now, it was neglected, a place with a history of carelessness, not love or pride. She shrank back, sensing recrimination and disappointment – lives gone wrong – then told herself not to be stupid. Dan had just died, for God’s sake. Suzie – her daughter – would be in shock. What had she expected? A tea party?


Standing in the doorway, she called out again, and, after a moment, heard movement above her head.


‘Hang on!’ It must be Suzie’s voice. It sounded weary, as though dredged up from the nadir of a hangover, which, Janice thought, eyeing the bottles on the table, might very well be the case – but who was she to pass judgement? She hadn’t been here, or found Dan dead. And even if she had, it still wouldn’t give her the right to criticise.


‘In the kitchen!’ she called. Perhaps Suzie would like a cup of tea. Spotting a calcified kettle, she took it over to the sink, acutely aware, as she turned on the tap, of the noises above her head and then on the stairs. It was no use. Her hands were shaking and water was going everywhere. She put the kettle down on the draining board and turned off the tap.


‘Janice.’


She turned. Her daughter was standing in the doorway, clad in a grimy cream-coloured bathrobe.


 










Eight


Afterwards, Janice asked herself what she’d expected. Had she thought that Suzie was going to run into her arms and call her ‘Mum’ and weep on her breast? She hadn’t expected that, had she? Had she? A connection: it’s now, it’s you. My daughter. My baby.


Except that Suzie wasn’t a baby. Of course she wasn’t. She was a woman on the verge of middle age, a stranger. 


She was tall, like Janice, and slim, but her face was sallow and queasy looking, with smudges of yesterday’s make-up under her eyes and hair stuck sweatily to her cheek.


It had soon become clear that Suzie wasn’t up to making eye contact, let alone having a conversation. She’d responded to Janice’s suggestion that she go back to bed with a murmured, ‘I know, I look like shit – I’m sorry,’ before returning upstairs, leaving disappointment, like a vapour trail, in her wake. Telling herself that any charge between the two of them had been effectively earthed by Suzie’s hangover, Janice finished filling the kettle, lit the gas and set about tidying the kitchen. As she opened the windows to get rid of the lingering smell of smoke, the awful thought occurred that perhaps the prospect of meeting her birth mother was the reason that Suzie had drunk so much . . . But it couldn’t have been just that, surely? There was Dan, as well.


That must be it – Suzie had become fond of him, of course she had. Now, as well as feeling grief for him, and probably apprehension about their meeting, the poor girl would also be feeling remorse and shame, as well as dehydration, nausea and a headache.


Janice had wanted to ask about Molly – who was, presumably, the owner of the bicycle she’d seen outside – but it hadn’t seemed appropriate. 


Better, thought Janice, not to go looking for her. She didn’t want it to seem as if she were nosing around and taking over.


She added the bottles from the table to the ranks round the bin, then started looking around for dustbin liners. The kitchen didn’t seem particularly well stocked with either food or cleaning products – not entirely surprising, as she couldn’t imagine that Dan had been much of a housekeeper – and she resolved on a major shop at the first opportunity.


The kettle was boiling. Janice found a box of P.G. Tips and was opening cupboards in search of mugs when she heard a slight scraping noise coming from the doorway. Turning, she saw that she was being stared at by a girl of about ten years old with a face that was oddly – in fact, eerily – familiar.


‘Hello,’ said Janice. ‘Are you Molly?’


The girl didn’t seem alarmed, but she didn’t speak, either. Skinny, lightly tanned and dressed in a green T-shirt and denim shorts, she was undoubtedly pretty, with a tangle of long, fair hair, a pair of enormous hazel eyes and a light dusting of freckles. 


‘My name’s Janice.’ 


The girl looked at her blankly, shuffling her feet as though about to flee.


Janice tried again. ‘Do you live here?’


A nod, then, in a whisper, ‘I’m Molly.’


‘I thought you must be. You’re Suzie’s daughter, aren’t you?’


The girl frowned, as though she knew something was wrong, but wasn’t sure what, and looked round the room. Perhaps, thought Janice, she was just very shy. ‘Yes.’ Another whisper.


Janice wondered if Molly had even been told she was coming. Perhaps Suzie had felt that Dan’s death was enough of a shock without the addition of an unknown grandmother. Perhaps Molly wasn’t even aware that Suzie was adopted.


‘Your dad – is he here, too?’


Molly’s look – bafflement combined with scorn – suggested that this was a question she couldn’t reasonably be expected to answer. Perhaps, thought Janice, not having a father is simply a fact to her, like a Manx cat having no tail. ‘Do you know who I am?’ she asked.


‘You’re Janice,’ said Molly, patiently. ‘You just told me.’


‘Has your mother told you about me?’


Molly rolled her eyes. ‘No.’ Clearly, thought Janice, it wasn’t particularly unusual for the girl to find complete strangers wandering round the house. She wondered if they were Dan’s friends, or Suzie’s friends, or both.
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