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ONE

She knows. She definitely knows.

I’m not sure how she knows. I’m not stupid enough to keep a diary, and I’m not one of those weirdos who’s all Mum’s-my-best-friend-and-we-tell-each-other-everything. Perhaps it’s some kind of sixth sense, unique to mothers?

It’s there in her eyes every time she looks at me. The problem is, I can’t tell how she feels about it. Why can’t that show up in her eyes too? Is she angry? Disappointed? Disapproving? Resigned? A little bit proud?

‘How’s Martha’s mum getting on at work? Have they announced the redundancies yet?’

It’s a trap. Classic. Of course there’s no way I’m falling for it. I shrug. ‘Dunno. She came in pretty late last night. I think she went out for drinks after her evening class.’ I sip my tea, cool as you like. ‘Martha says she’s been pretty stressed about it though.’

Mum nods. She knows when she’s beaten. ‘It must be tough.’

‘They’re loaded though, aren’t they? Martha’s dad earns enough for both of them. I don’t know why she bothers working in the first place.’

This was the wrong thing to say. I wouldn’t normally be so careless, but I’m exhausted. Mum’s big time into feminism and equal opportunities and not relying on men. Funny thing is, I agree with her, but I’d never tell her that. Arguing is much more fun. Mum’s not biting today though. She’s obviously got other things on her mind.

‘Are you OK, Mum?’ I try not to ask more than three times a day, but it’s a habit. One that I learned at a very early age. When she retreated into herself, into that hellish world inside her head, sometimes it was the only way I could get her to talk to me. I never believed the answer though, which was usually the same, no matter what sort of day it was: ‘I’m fine, love.’

There’s no deviation from the script today, which is oddly reassuring. I was half expecting her to come out with something like ‘No, I’m not OK, thanks for asking. My daughter lied to me about where she was last night so that she could go and lose her virginity to Thomas Bolt in the back of a van.’

There’s a newspaper lying face down on the kitchen table. I hadn’t noticed it before, because I was too busy trying to work out how I feel about losing my virginity to Thomas Bolt in the back of a van.

All I can see is the sports page: some team beat some other team and some guy scored more points than he’d ever scored before. But I know the kind of thing I’ll see if I flip the newspaper over. That’s why Mum is giving me all these weird looks. That’s why she put the newspaper down as soon as I came into the kitchen; she doesn’t want me to see it.

In a normal house – in Martha’s house and Thomas’s house and houses all over the country – a newspaper is just that: some paper with news in it. Wars and politics and prize-winning giant marrows. In our house – our anything-but-normal house – a newspaper is often an unexploded bomb.

I don’t let on that I’ve noticed the paper. Mum gets up to wash the dishes, her shoulders slumped with the unbearable weight she carries with her every day. While her back is turned I slide the paper over and on to my lap. Unexploded bomb or not, I need to know.

It’s always bad. Even when it looks like it’s good, it turns out to be bad. That’s actually worse: getting your hopes up only to have them dropped from a great height and splattered on the pavement. It’s hardest for Mum; that’s what everyone always says. And I suppose they’re right, but it’s hard for Dad too. And it’s not exactly a walk in the park for me either. But Dad’s got Michel and I’ve got Thomas; Mum has no one.

I pray that this won’t send her into full-on tortoise mode. Last time she didn’t leave her bedroom for a week. I brought her meals on a tray but she barely ate a thing. She wouldn’t talk to me and she wouldn’t answer the phone. When Dad came round to see her I listened at the door. ‘You have to snap out of this, Olivia. For Faith’s sake. She needs you.’ He was wrong about that. I was coping perfectly well, even though the timing was hardly ideal – right in the middle of my exams. I don’t need her, not like when I was little. It’d just be nice if she talked to me about it once in a while. I wish she knew that there are other options besides ‘complete and utter breakdown’ and ‘plastic smile, everything’s fine’. There’s a middle ground, waiting to be found.

I turn the paper over. It’s bad.

‘I KILLED LAUREL LOGAN!’

An involuntary noise escapes from my mouth and Mum turns around. She whips the paper out of my hands and crumples it up. She stuffs it into the bin even though the bin needs emptying. Some of the headline’s huge black letters are still visible because the lid won’t shut. Mum sees me staring at it and swears and stuffs the paper as deep as it will go. The bin lid swings back and forth.

She sits down and takes my hand. Her hand is cold – her hands are always cold. I often wonder if they used to be warm. Before. ‘I was going to talk to you about that.’ Lie. ‘I’ve already talked to the police and it’s nothing. The man’s a lunatic. They would lock him up for this if he wasn’t already serving two life sentences.’ She sighs. ‘It’s just more irresponsible journalism – it even says inside that there’s no way he could have done it. But that wouldn’t sell papers, would it?’

There are tears in my eyes and I’m not even sure why. This happens on a regular basis – these stories in the papers or on TV or online. It’s been happening my whole life, so you’d think I would be immune to it by now. And I usually am immune, but for some reason today I’ve decided to be pathetic.

Mum doesn’t like it when I cry. I’m sure that’s true of all mothers about their daughters, but there’s something about when Mum says, ‘Oh, darling, please don’t cry,’ that always makes me think it’s more about her than me. As if it just makes things harder for her. So I try not to cry when she’s around, because there’s nothing worse than being upset and then being made to feel guilty for being upset.

When she’s sure I’ve got the tears under control, Mum tells me all about this guy who claims to have killed my sister. He killed his whole family ten years ago and is safely locked up in a high-security prison. Recently he’s decided his favourite thing to do is to make up lies about murdering people, as if the ones he actually killed aren’t quite enough for him. Mum does a good impression of pretending it doesn’t bother her, but I can see through her.

Even if I didn’t know from experience, I’d know from that interview she did last year. I think she forgets that I read it, or maybe she forgets that she talked all about how awful and heartbreaking it is for her when these news stories appear.

Dad claims he never reads the interviews Mum gives. It’s difficult for him, having stuff about their marriage splashed across newspapers he despises. But he can’t say anything, because he knows we need the money. Plus, there’s always the chance someone who knows something about Laurel will see one of these stories and call the police. Whenever anyone asks Dad’s opinion about Mum’s ‘media activities’, he always says the same thing: Let’s hope the ends justify the means.

‘What time is Michel picking you up?’ There’s always something slightly off about the way she says Michel – a slight wrinkling of the nostrils. Or that could just be my imagination.

I check the time on my phone. ‘He’s coming at ten.’

‘But you’ve only been home for an hour!’ There’s silence for a moment or two and then Mum coughs and I know she’s about to say something awkward. ‘I’ve been thinking …’ It’s never good when parents think, is it? ‘It might be nice for the two us to spend a whole weekend together sometimes. We could do whatever you like – we could even go away somewhere. A city break to Prague or Paris?’

‘Um …’ A text from Martha flashes up on my phone and I angle the screen away from Mum to read it. It just says: Well? SPILL. x 

I have no idea what to say to Mum. She knows full well what the deal is: I spend Saturdays and Sundays with Dad and Michel. It’s been that way for six years. It wasn’t decided by a court or anything; Mum and Dad arranged everything between them. It was a remarkably amicable divorce – that’s what they always tell people.

I don’t want to argue with her this morning. I don’t want to tell her that I can’t imagine anything worse than wandering round Prague or Paris or any other city beginning with ‘P’ with her. Because we both know full well how it would turn out. She would pretend to be enthusiastic, dragging me round all the tourist sights. She would smile and make me pose for pictures in front of the Eiffel Tower or whatever, but she’d never let me take a photo of her. And the reason she wouldn’t let me is that then there would be photographic evidence of her unhappiness. She would smile and you’d see her teeth, which might make someone else think that it was a real, proper smile. But I would look at her eyes and see that there was something dead there.

There are photos of Mum in the newspapers all the time and none of them ever show her smiling; she’s careful never to smile when there are photographers around. She says they’ll criticize her for it and she’s probably right. (What’s she got to smile about? How can a mother smile with her daughter still missing?) So she doesn’t smile … and they criticize her anyway, calling her ‘cold’ and ‘hard’. It’s lose/lose.

So I tell Mum I’ll think about it – spending the weekend with her – and say maybe we could talk to Dad and Michel about it in a month or two. She nods but I can tell she’s disappointed by my reaction. I feel guilty. Guilt is never far away in this house. It lurks under the floorboards and behind the walls. You can hear it whispering late at night if you listen closely. I’d hoped that we’d left it behind in the old house when we moved, but Mum must have packed it up carefully, wrapping it in bubble wrap and putting it in a box, labelling it in fat black marker pen and putting it in the removal lorry along with everything else. The guilt will follow us wherever we go.

I get up and give Mum a hug. She’s tense for a second, then she relaxes and hugs me back. She’s so very thin. So sharp and pinched and angular. She used to be slightly overweight; she looked much better like that. I wish I could remember that version of my mother, but all I’ve got is photos. My favourite is one of the three of us baking a cake together – Mum, Laurel and me. Mum’s wearing a pink apron and her cheeks are rosy and she’s laughing – really laughing. I’m standing on a chair so that I can reach the worktop. I have a streak of flour across my nose and I’m sticking out my tongue at the person taking the photo (Dad? I can’t remember). Laurel is stirring the mixture in the bowl, her brow furrowed in concentration. For some reason Laurel’s wearing a feather boa and I’m wearing a tiara – obviously appropriate baking attire for a six-year-old and a four-year-old.

The phone rings and Mum gives me a kiss on the cheek before she goes to answer it. Her lips are dry and chapped.

‘Hello? Speaking.’ She tucks the phone between her shoulder and her ear and starts to wipe the crumbs from the kitchen counter.

I nip upstairs to pack my bag for going to Dad’s. I don’t need much – I keep some clothes and toiletries there. It can be annoying sometimes; I’m always leaving my favourite jacket at Mum’s when I go round to Dad’s and vice versa. Still, it’s worth the inconvenience just to escape for a couple of days a week. I feel different when I’m at Dad and Michel’s flat – it’s easier to breathe somehow. But perhaps that’s just the air conditioning.

Mum’s standing with her back to me when I come back into the kitchen. She’s still holding the phone in one hand even though she must have ended the call. ‘Mum?’

She ignores me. 

 ‘Mum? Are you OK?’

The ‘I’m fine, love’ that I’m expecting doesn’t come. She’s deviated from the script.

She still won’t turn round so I have to shuffle around the side of the kitchen table and position myself right in front of her. She’s paler than she was when I left her. A single tear is trickling down her left cheek and she does nothing to halt its progress. I watch as it negotiates the contour of her jaw and continues down her neck.

She finally looks at me and there’s something different in her eyes. I have no idea what it is but it scares me.

Mum clears her throat. She starts to speak and then stops herself. I can’t decide if I want to hear what she has to say, but it looks like I don’t have a choice in the matter.

‘That was the police.’

No. Please God, no. Not today. The call she’s been dreading every single day for thirteen years. It can’t be today.

Mum sways a little as if she’s about to faint so I help her over to the table. She slumps into a chair and the phone clatters on to the tabletop. She takes my hands in hers and I crouch down in front of her.

‘Tell me, Mum. Please.’

She clears her throat again. ‘A girl has been found. At Stanley Street.’ Stanley Street is where we were living when it happened. ‘They think it’s … Laurel.’ She squeezes my hands so hard it hurts. ‘They want me to go down to the police station straightaway to … identify her.’

My legs buckle beneath me and it’s a good job I’m so close to the floor already. ‘Oh, Mum, I’m so sorry. I can’t … Oh God.’

And that’s when Mum smiles. ‘Oh no, Faith! I didn’t mean … goodness, I should have thought!’ She lets go of my hands and reaches out to touch my cheek. ‘They think it’s her … they’re almost certain … Faith? She’s alive. Laurel’s alive!’


TWO

I don’t believe it. I won’t allow myself to believe it. Mum’s trying to stay calm too, but I can see it in her face – something I haven’t seen for years: hope. She thinks it’s different this time, which means the police must think it’s different this time. They wouldn’t have called her otherwise. They think this is it. After hundreds, maybe even thousands, of crank calls and false sightings and psychics claiming Laurel was living with goat-herds in the mountains of Uzbekistan.

But it makes no sense. Her turning up in the front garden of our old house after thirteen years? I picture a six-year-old girl, shiny blonde hair. She’s wearing a brand-new dress for the first time. The dress is white with multicoloured polka dots on it. There’s a tiny Ribena stain on the front, but you’d never know because it just looks like another polka dot. The girl is smiling and she’s missing one of her front teeth. She’s cradling a teddy bear in her arms like it’s a baby. The only thing slightly spoiling this perfect photo is a nasty scab on the girl’s right cheek. Perhaps it looks like the sort of scab that a child might end up with if they’d been chased around the living room by their little sister and they’d tripped and fallen and hit their cheek on the corner of the coffee table.

If you saw that little girl, you’d probably think she was the cutest little girl you’d ever seen. Chances are, you have seen her. The photo of blonde-haired, gap-toothed, polka-dot dressed, teddy-bear cradling Laurel Logan has surely been printed in almost every newspaper in the world (probably even the Uzbekistan Times, now that I think about it). You’ll have seen the polka-dot ribbons that people used to wear, or the ones they tied to trees all along Stanley Street. I think it was Mum’s idea, that polka-dot campaign. Anyway, two hours after Mum took that photo, Laurel was gone.

I was also in the original photo: four years old, cute in the way that all four-year-olds are, but nothing special. Not like her. Frizzy brown hair, beady little eyes, hand-me-down clothes. I was playing in a sandpit in the background, slightly out of focus. That’s how it’s been my whole life: in the background, slightly out of focus. You hardly ever see that version of the photo – the one where I haven’t been cropped out.

Laurel would be nineteen years old now. An adult. My brain struggles with that concept. Of course we’ve all seen the age-progressed photos. The last one was four years ago: Laurel Logan at fifteen. None of the images ever look quite right though. You can see that they’ve taken that photo – the photo – and done some computer wizardry, but the results are always weird in some way. They never end up looking quite like a real person.

I’m looking at Mum and she’s looking at me and she’s still holding back. There’s some small part of her that doesn’t believe it can be Laurel. That won’t allow her to fully believe that the nightmare could finally be over. She’s had her hopes raised and dashed so many times before.

I realize she’s shaking and I take hold of her hand to steady it. ‘Are they sure? How do they know?’

‘I have to phone your father. Natalie said she’d call him but I thought it would be best if I did it. Do you think he’ll be at home or should I try his mobile first?’ She looked at her watch, too big for her wrist. ‘Michel’s probably on his way round here by now anyway. You should still go … I’m not leaving you here by yourself … I’ll call as soon as I know more …’

‘Mum! Stop! Just stop talking for a second. How do they know it’s … her?’ For some reason I can’t seem to say her name.

‘Remember she hurt herself the day she was … Natalie says she has a scar on her cheek! After all these years …’ She shakes her head in disbelief as she squeezes my hand tightly. ‘And there’s something else. She’s got Barnaby!’

It’s her. My sister has come home.

There were lots of photos of Barnaby in the newspapers too, at first. I don’t remember, of course, but I’ve done enough research that I could probably write a book about what happened. Mum and Dad gave Laurel a teddy bear for Christmas – six months before she was taken. I got a bear too. I lost mine years ago.

Mum and Dad took us to one of those shops where you can customize your cuddly toys. Apparently Laurel took ages, making sure her bear was just the way she wanted it. You can record a voice message that will play every time you squeeze the toy’s tummy. Laurel was too shy to do it herself, so Mum and Dad did it for her. Her bear said: HAPPY CHRISTMAS, LAUREL! LOTS OF LOVE FROM MUMMY AND DADDY!’ I recorded my own message, babbling some nonsense about a teddy bear’s picnic.

Laurel’s bear was brown and extra fluffy. He was dressed in blue dungarees with a red-and-white striped T-shirt and a blue hat with his name embroidered on it. Laurel didn’t have to think long about the name – she said ‘Barnaby’ as soon as they asked her.

Barnaby the Bear is unique. Even if there happened to be another bear with the same dungarees and T-shirt and hat and embroidery, there is only one bear in the whole wide world that has a message from my parents recorded on it. And when Laurel was taken, Barnaby was too.

It was a tiny crumb of comfort to my parents, I think. Knowing that wherever she was, Laurel wasn’t alone. She loved that bear. She carried him everywhere and told him all her secrets. Depending on her mood, she would sometimes insist that he had his own chair at the dinner table. I can picture that, if I close my eyes and really try. But I’m sure the details are wrong. Like all of my memories of Laurel, this one is second-hand. It doesn’t even count as a memory, does it?

Sometimes I lie in bed at night and try to clear my head of everything. I empty my brain bit by bit – Mum and Dad and Michel and school and Thomas and Martha and what I had for dinner. I let all of it leak out of my ears on to the pillow, leaving nothing but blankness. Then I wait for her. For a real memory – one that’s mine and only mine and not something I’ve read in the newspaper or on the Internet or something that my grandparents told me.

Sometimes it works. I can see her laughing and I know it’s really her – it’s not from one of the three home-video clips that the whole world has seen, or from any of the other videos I used to watch over and over again until I mouthed the words coming out of Laurel’s mouth when she had her first pony ride and was scared she was going to fall off. This laugh is different – it’s just for me. Secret laughter between sisters. And she has two clips in her hair – they’re shaped like stars and they shimmer in the sunlight.

That’s it. That’s all I have: a laugh and a couple of hair clips. That’s all I was left with for thirteen years. But now she’s back.


THREE

Mum comes back into the kitchen after phoning Dad. She’s been crying a lot – her face is red and blotchy. Clearly she didn’t want me to hear that conversation. I’m not sure why.

Then it hits me. ‘Is she hurt?’ I can’t believe I didn’t think to ask before.

‘What?’ Mum’s distracted, trying to find her car keys. They’re on the shelf in the hall, exactly the same place they always are.

‘Is she hurt? Is there something … wrong with her?’ It’s a perfectly reasonable question.

‘No! The police said she’s in remarkably good health, considering …’

I wait, but Mum doesn’t finish her sentence. She’s too busy trying to sort out her make-up in the hall mirror.

‘Mum? I’m … I’m scared.’ She turns to me and I can tell straightaway that she doesn’t get it. ‘Scared? Whatever for? There’s nothing to be scared of, Faith. This is … well, it’s a miracle, isn’t it?’ She pulls a face at the mirror and adds a slick of lipstick to her chapped lips. ‘There.’ I stare at her as she stares at her reflection. ‘Do you think she’ll recognize me?’ she asks, in the smallest voice imaginable.

The doorbell rings. There are a few possible answers to Mum’s question, but only one that’s honest. I go and stand behind her and our eyes meet in the mirror. I tuck a few strands of hair behind her ear. ‘Of course she will, Mum.’ Honesty isn’t always the best policy.

Her face lights up and she turns to hug me tightly. ‘My baby’s coming home,’ she whispers. The mean, twisted little voice in my head – the one I have to silence every single day – whispers something so pathetic and selfish that it makes me want to hug Mum extra hard and never let her go: What about me? I’m your baby too.

Michel already knows; Dad must have called him in the car. He says ‘I can’t believe it’ at least three times in as many minutes. While Mum’s filling him in on the rest of the details, he keeps on glancing over at me.

Mum seems to have forgotten her feelings about Michel. She hugs him, the first time I’ve ever seen her do that. Michel’s as surprised as I am when she launches herself at him. She babbles away, barely pausing for breath. She’s usually painfully polite – but distant – towards Michel, and I hate her for it. Especially because he never has a bad word to say about her. He just shrugs it off like he doesn’t mind one little bit. Sometimes I wish I could be more like him (‘be a little more French,’ he says).  Michel tells Mum that we’ll wait at the flat for news. We were supposed to be going to a new exhibition at the art gallery, but he says we can go next week or the week after.

‘Maybe the three of you can go, when Laurel’s back with us?’ Mum says this as if it’s a normal thing to say.

Michel moves his head and you can tell Mum interprets it as a nod, but it wasn’t one. ‘You’d better get going, Olivia. John will be there soon.’ That was exactly the right thing to say to get Mum out of the house – she won’t want Dad to get there first.

The goodbyes are awkward. Mum seems to have remembered that hugging Michel is not the kind of thing she does, and she doesn’t seem to know what to say to me. The moment is too big, so she settles for kissing me on the cheek and telling me she loves me.

‘I love you too, Mum. I hope …’ Now it’s my turn to leave a sentence hanging in the air. Mum just nods as if she knows exactly what I wanted to say. But she doesn’t.

I hope it’s really, truly, definitely her. I hope she recognizes you after thirteen years even though I have my doubts. I hope you don’t die in a terrible car crash on the way to the police station. I hope things are going to change around here but not too much. I hope you don’t forget all about me once you’ve got your perfect daughter back.

Maybe the sentence was finished after all: I hope.

Michel drives carefully – both hands on the steering wheel, checking his mirrors all the time. I always feel safer in his car than I do in Dad’s. ‘How are you doing, ma chérie?’ Michel knows that I like it when he speaks French, so he indulges me once in a while.

I close my eyes and listen to the traffic. How am I doing? An hour and a half ago I had a pretty good idea how this weekend was going to play out: the exhibition with Michel; meeting up with Dad for a pub lunch; baking in the afternoon; takeaway and film tonight; an early start on Sunday morning and off to the food market with Michel, where he miraculously transforms into the most French person you could ever imagine (wearing a beret, for crying out loud), ramping up the accent and charming all the women into buying our (admittedly amazing) macarons; back home on Sunday evening to slump in front of the TV with Mum.

The routine of the weekend is comforting to me. Michel and Dad’s flat feels like home. I’d have asked to move in there full-time if I hadn’t known it would break Mum’s heart. Plus I’m pretty sure Dad wouldn’t be all that keen on having me around all the time. Being a weekend dad suits him perfectly, I think.

I was eleven years old when my parents got divorced. Apparently most kids are upset when their parents split up, but I wasn’t. I don’t remember crying at all. Not even when Dad drove away with his car packed full of his belongings. Mum still finds it strange that I didn’t react how a normal kid would (should) react. You’d think she’d be relieved that I wasn’t upset. Surely it showed that I was remarkably well-adjusted for my age, understanding and accepting that my parents could never be happy together after what had happened to Laurel.

Dad’s bisexual – always has been, as far as I know. Mum knew that he was bi when they met at university and fell ‘head over heels in love with each other’. The only reason I know this is because she talked about it in an interview a few years ago. Dad was not happy about that. She was on a mission though – a mission to set the record straight. So many awful things had been written about them both – and about Dad in particular (‘LAUREL’S DAD IN GAY ROMP!’) – that she wanted to tell the truth. The papers always say he’s gay – they never bother to get it right. And back then they said that he pretended to be straight and lured my mother into marrying him because he was desperate to have children. For a while the media were obsessed with the fact that Laurel was adopted. They wanted to know WHY.

I was a miracle baby. Something to do with a very low sperm count (gross) on Dad’s side and something wrong with Mum’s ovaries. The chances of them conceiving naturally were minuscule. Technically   I shouldn’t even exist. I often wondered how they really felt about that. Mum usually sticks to the whole ‘miracle baby’ spiel, saying how blessed she and Dad felt to have two beautiful daughters. I’ve never asked her for the real story because I know she’d never tell me the truth.

So for a few years the papers liked to make my father out to be some kind of depraved sex fiend. The ‘gay romp’ headline came after he was photographed coming out of the front door of Michel’s apartment building three months after they started dating. Not exactly the news story of the century.

It was hard on Michel, but he doesn’t like to talk about it. I have no idea why he got involved with my dad in the first place. Surely any sane person would run a mile from someone with that much baggage. But Michel is a Good Person. The best person I know, probably. He’s a vet; I think it’s probably a prerequisite that you have to be nice to be a vet. You have to be caring and sympathetic and not mind being puked on by a parrot.

Dad’s OK too, but I’ll never understand what Michel sees in him. Michel is very, very good-looking. He has good skin and messy black hair and permanent stubble. If he was a couple of inches taller and a lot more vain he could have probably been a model. Dad’s not ugly or anything – he just looks very English. He looks like you’d expect a man called John to look. Boring hair, regular enough features, pale skin, slightly too thin, shoulders permanently hunched.

‘Faith? Are you OK?’ Michel asks again.

I still don’t have an answer so I decide to go down a different route. ‘I had sex with Thomas last night.’


FOUR

I have my very own spot on the sofa at Michel and Dad’s flat. They’ve got one of those huge corner sofas, and my spot is right in the corner where I can look out of the window and see the canal. I always try to sit in corners when I can. I didn’t even realize until Michel pointed it out to me one day. Then Dad laughed and said it was true, and that I’d been doing it since I was a little girl. He stopped laughing when I said that maybe I didn’t like having my back to the room because photographers have a nasty habit of popping up from nowhere and snapping away. I like to see them coming, at least.

Michel’s made us both a cup of tea and I’m sitting in my usual spot; the sun is streaming through the windows and Tonks the cat is curled up on my lap. (Michel is a massive Harry Potter fan; Dad barely even knows who Harry Potter is.)

‘So … you and Thomas …?’

‘Yeah, me and Thomas.’

‘That’s big news! How are you feeling about it all?’ 

I shrug. ‘I don’t know. Good, I think. It was … nice.’

‘Wow. That bad? You mean the earth didn’t move and angels didn’t sing and there were no fireworks?’ I shake my head. ‘Well, that’s exactly how your first time is supposed to be – average at best. God, I remember my first—’

I stick my fingers in my ears. ‘La la la I’m not listening!’ I only take my fingers out when I’m sure that he’s stopped talking. ‘I don’t want to hear about you having sex, because that makes me think about Dad having sex and that’s just …’ I shudder and make a gagging sound.

Michel smiles at me. ‘Oh, right, so I have to sit here and listen to you, but you don’t want to hear about the time when Jean-Luc waited for me in the changing rooms after football practice and –’

I throw a pillow at Michel’s head and laugh so hard that Tonks leaps from my lap and stalks off without a backward glance. It feels so good to laugh with Michel, even though I know he’s only trying to distract me from thinking about what’s happening at the police station.

‘Seriously though, are you OK about all this?’

‘OK about what? Losing my virginity or Laurel?’ 

Michel shrugs and smiles. ‘Both, I guess.’

‘I’m OK.’ I nod as if to reassure myself. ‘Yeah, I’m OK. I think I love Thomas and I think he loves me, and we’ve been together forever, so there really wasn’t any reason not to have sex. And I think I’m going to like it. We just need to practise a bit more … and find somewhere a bit better than the back of his van.’

‘Romantic,’ Michel deadpans.

‘As for Laurel … well, I’m happy, of course.’

Michel shuffles over to sit right next to me. ‘You don’t have to pretend with me. You know that, don’t you?’

I do know that. I’ve always been honest with him. I don’t know what it is about Michel but I’ve trusted him almost since the day we met. I can tell him anything and he would never even dream of telling Dad. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. ‘I’m scared, Michel.’

‘What are you afraid of?’

‘You know that thing they say – be careful what you wish for? I’ve wished for this my whole life, it seems. I’ve dreamed of this day, but I suppose I never really thought it would happen. I mean, at the time I thought I believed it would happen … It’s only now that I realize I was so sure she was gone forever. Does that make sense?’

Michel nods.

‘I’ve been in her shadow ever since she was taken. You know how much I’ve hated that everything is always about Laurel. And that I couldn’t have a normal childhood like everyone else. But now that she’s back, it’s all going to be different, isn’t it? And maybe … I don’t know … maybe I’ll realize I was sort of OK with being in her shadow after all.’

Michel puts his arm around my shoulders and I lean my head against his. ‘It’s OK, you know? Whatever you’re feeling is OK. There’s no right way to feel about this. It’s hardly a normal situation, is it?’

Normal. I’ve always been jealous of normal. Boring too. I’d have been perfectly happy with the most boring, normal childhood you can imagine – like Martha’s. Nothing remotely interesting has ever happened to anyone in Martha’s family and she doesn’t even realize how lucky she is.

Michel’s phone rings and it’s Dad calling from the police station. Michel looks at me guiltily and I can tell we’re both thinking the same thing: he really should have called me first. Michel’s end of the conversation mostly consists of ‘yes’, ‘OK’ and ‘I see’; it’s not particularly enlightening. I leave the room to look for Tonks and find her under the duvet in my room. I scratch her head until she forgives me for spooking her.

Eventually Michel comes in and hands me the phone. He leaves the room to give me some privacy and I immediately wish he’d stayed.

‘Faith? It’s her … It’s really her.’ Dad’s crying down the phone – I’ve never heard him cry like this, huge gulping sobs. ‘The teddy bear … you remember that bear of hers?’ He doesn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Well, somehow they got the sound chip to work! They played us the recording! Can you believe it?’ Again he doesn’t wait for me to speak. ‘She’s … oh my God, Faith … it’s really her! Laurel’s come home!’

I say, ‘That’s great, Dad,’ and it sounds like he’s just told me his football team has won the league. My reaction is all wrong, so I try again. ‘It’s amazing.’ A little better, but not much.

Dad clears his throat. ‘She’s been asking for you. She remembers. Isn’t that wonderful? Just wait till you see her, Faith. She’s a beautiful young woman … just like you.’ It couldn’t be more obvious that the ‘just like you’ is an afterthought.

‘She’s really asking for me?’

‘Yes! She wanted to know if you’re still obsessed with building sandcastles!’ Dad chuckles.

I was building a sandcastle in the sandpit when she was taken.

‘We showed her a picture of you, Faith. She couldn’t believe how grown-up you are!’

This is all very nice, but there’s something he’s not telling me. ‘Where has she been? What happened to her?’

I hear muffled voices. Dad must have put his hand over the phone. I wonder if Mum’s been listening in this whole time. ‘We’ll talk about that when I get home, love. All that matters is that Laurel’s back – safe and sound.’

Dad tells me that Laurel will be staying in a hotel for the next few days. Mum will stay with her, but he’ll come home. The police need to talk to Laurel and she needs to get checked out by a doctor and a psychologist and various other people. There’s a specialist counsellor on her way up from London.

I’m not allowed to tell anyone yet – not even Thomas and Martha. (Of course I’m going to tell Thomas and Martha.) Apparently there’s going to be a press conference tomorrow afternoon. I wonder how they can possibly have all this planned out already.

‘You can meet her tomorrow, love. How does that sound? Seeing your big sister?’ Dad’s using his coaxing voice – the one that makes me feel like a child.

How does that sound? Utterly terrifying. 

 ‘I can’t wait,’ I say.


FIVE

Michel manages to convince me that making macarons will make me feel better about everything. For the past couple of years the two of us have spent every Saturday afternoon in the kitchen together. Dad’s usually watching football or out on one of his bike rides.

It started off as a bit of a laugh. My pathetic efforts would often end up in the bin and Michel would take his perfect macarons into the veterinary practice and share them with his colleagues (after we’d eaten our fill, of course). It was Dad who suggested we start selling them at the local farmers’ market. We weren’t sure that people would go for it, but on the first day we sold out within an hour. That’s when we discovered that the French accent was definitely an asset. It was my idea that Michel should play up the whole French thing. Who wouldn’t want to buy authentic French macarons made by an authentic Frenchman who just happens to be very, very handsome?

Thomas texts when Michel and I are having our customary pre-macaron-making cup of tea. He wants to know why I haven’t been in touch all day. He’s worried I might be upset about what happened yesterday. I text back: Upset after all the sex, you mean? Thomas doesn’t like to talk about sex. I don’t have to worry about him bragging in the boys’ changing rooms. Not that he’d ever be in the boys’ changing rooms – he’s not exactly the sporty type. Thomas likes to think of himself as a tortured artist. He sketches and writes poetry and drinks far more coffee than can possibly be good for him.

I reply to Martha while I’m at it. I bet she’s been waiting patiently all day, trying not to check her phone every two minutes: Last night was good! Ta again for covering for me. Speak later? I have news (not sex-related).

Martha texts back first: WHAT NEWS?

Thomas: I miss you. I roll my eyes at that; I can’t help it. Thomas does not do text banter, no matter how hard I try to lure him into it.

I’ll tell them both about Laurel tonight. They deserve to know. They’re the ones who stood by me when bullshit stories appeared in the papers, when girls at school were harassing me, when Mum was having another one of her mini-breakdowns.

Today’s macarons are a spectacular failure on my part. Michel’s are fine though, so he makes another couple of batches (one batch of raspberry and one of salted caramel – my favourite). He realizes that I’m missing my macaron mojo and tells me we don’t have to go to the market tomorrow, that it’s totally up to me. He can go on his own or stay home – whatever I’d prefer. I don’t think it’s possible for me to love him any more than I do at this exact moment. I tell him I want to go to the market. I don’t tell him the reason why: this might be the last time that we get to do this – just the two of us. Maybe Laurel will want to come next week, and maybe she’ll be miraculously brilliant at baking and her macarons will have perfect shiny tops every time.

Dad arrives home early evening; he looks worn out. He hugs Michel for the longest time, then he hugs me for the second-longest time. They say a few words to each other in French – speaking quickly so that I can’t even try to understand.

We sit down on the sofa and Dad talks. Laurel is slightly malnourished, with a serious  vitamin-D deficiency from lack of sunlight, but she’s physically OK otherwise. First impressions are that she’s in better psychological shape than anyone could have expected. But at the same time, she’s clearly traumatized; she lashed out at a policeman trying to take a cheek swab for DNA testing. It took an hour for Mum to calm her down but she wouldn’t let anyone else near her. Apparently everyone was very understanding about it. After all, says Dad, Laurel has been through a terrible ordeal.

Dad doesn’t go into much detail, other than to say that she was taken by a very sick man who kept her locked up in a basement. A lot of people had suspected that was the case. Mum always maintained that maybe she was taken by a couple who were desperate to have a little girl – and maybe they were raising her as if she was their own, and taking the best care of her. Nobody dared to disagree with her whenever she mentioned this theory of hers. They tended to nod and smile awkwardly.

‘Did she escape?’ I like the idea of Laurel escaping, being daring and brave. Fighting back.

Dad shakes his head. ‘He let her go.’

‘Why?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘Why would you go to the trouble of keeping someone locked up for all that time, only to let them go all of a sudden?’

‘I’m just glad he did.’

I am too. Of course I am. ‘Did the police catch him?’

Another shake of the head. ‘No. We don’t even know where she was being held. The guy blindfolded her, drove her to Stanley Street and left her in the garden. By all accounts, the couple living there got a bit of a shock when she knocked on the door. The police are doing everything they can to find the man, obviously. And Laurel’s trying her best, but it’s hard for her. She can’t really remember how long they drove for. And she can’t tell us much about where she’s been kept all these years – the bastard was clever about it.’ Dad never swears in front of me.

‘So this psycho’s still out there? What if he comes back?’

‘The police think he’ll lay low – go into hiding. But they’re not taking any chances. They’ll be watching us, OK? There’s no need for you to worry about that.’

I sit back and try to process this information. The police have no idea who this man is. How is that even possible? I try to picture the sort of man who would do something like this. A man who would keep a girl locked in a basement for all those years. ‘He abused her, didn’t he?’

Dad looks at Michel, and Michel nods, and it makes me so angry that my father can’t make a decision by himself for once. ‘Yes. He beat her too.’ Dad’s jaw is tight. ‘The abuse was … systematic.’

I close my eyes to blink away the tears.

‘I’m not saying this to upset you, Faith. But you need to be prepared. What she’s been through …’ He shakes his head and breathes out slowly. Then he sits up straighter and pats me on the leg. ‘But the most important thing is that she’s safe now. We can be a family again.’ I think he’s forgetting that we can’t exactly go back to being the sort of family we were thirteen years ago.

Dad says we need to give Laurel time to heal, and that she’ll be getting the best help available – therapy and counselling and whatever she needs.

Mum and Dad have arranged for me to go and see her tomorrow morning. It looks like I won’t be going to the market with Michel after all. There’s no point in arguing – they wouldn’t understand.

It doesn’t seem to have occurred to my parents that I might have slightly conflicted feelings about seeing my sister for the first time in thirteen years. That I might be nervous – even scared.


SIX

Michel tells Dad he should go and lie down for a bit and Dad gives me another hug. ‘I can’t believe it’s over. I didn’t think …’ He shakes his head and murmurs something about a miracle before he trudges off to his bedroom.

Michel’s going to pick up the takeaway. He asks me to go with him but I say I’d rather be alone for a few minutes.

‘It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?’ His brown eyes are full of warmth and understanding.

I nod. ‘Are you not … worried?’

‘Worried about what?’

‘I don’t know … that Mum and Dad might get back together?’ I’m not saying it to be mean, I’m really not.

Michel smiles. ‘What are you trying to do? Make me paranoid? I’m not worried at all. Why? You think I should be?’

‘I don’t know! Dad’s acting all weird.’

‘Of course he’s acting weird! It’s been a pretty weird sort of day, don’t you think?’

‘Did they tell her that they’re not together? Does she know about you?’ I can’t believe I didn’t think to ask earlier.

Michel picks up his leather jacket – I think it must be older than I am. ‘She knows. Your mum wanted to wait for a few days before telling her, but John insisted.’

‘And?’

‘And … nothing! She was totally fine with it. So you don’t need to worry your pretty little head about it!’ He moves to ruffle my hair, which he only ever does to annoy me.

I try to put myself in her shoes. Coming back to your family after all that time. You’d want things to be the same as when you left, wouldn’t you? But a lot can change in thirteen years. Your mother can wither away to nothingness and your dad can get together with a lovely Frenchman and your little sister can stop building sandcastles and start building a wall around herself instead.

I go to my room as soon as Michel leaves, closing the door so Dad can’t hear. I call Thomas first. He’s annoyed that I’ve hardly been in touch all day, so I tell him immediately.

‘Are you serious? This is a joke, isn’t it?’ He’s never really understood my sense of humour. The fact that he thinks there’s even the remotest possibility that I would joke about something like this is baffling to me.

I say nothing.

‘Oh shit. You are serious. Oh my God. What happened? Where has she …? Is she …?’

I tell him everything I know, finding it vaguely reassuring that he asks a lot of the same questions as I did. It makes me feel like less of a freak. And when he asks how I’m feeling about it all, I feel a surge of love for him.

I know I did the right thing, having sex
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