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Prologue

2006

My new passport was made of paper, but to me it was pure gold. It wasn’t just a legal way to cross borders, it was my ticket to freedom, to a life that had been tapping its foot, waiting for me to arrive. The whole way to France – in my dad’s car going to school to catch the pre-dawn coach, on the ferry, and then meandering down French motorways to La Rochelle – my fingers rarely loosened their grip on it. In fact, the only time I reluctantly eased my grasp was on the deck of the P&O ferry somewhere just past the Isle of Wight, so overcome with emotion, I felt the need to write a poem.

I couldn’t understand my classmates who fell asleep inside the necks of their hoodies, or those who turned away from the coach windows to play cards, or swap gossip magazines. Look! I wanted to scream at them. Look at the way the sunflowers have all turned their heads the same way; look at the little Fiat we’ve just passed that can barely fit the driver in it; look at the neat rows of vines patiently waiting for the sun to ripen them. I shook my head in disbelief as one boy bemoaned the lack of sausage rolls in the sleek roadside services we stopped at, turning his nose up at the pyramid of foot-long filled baguettes and trays of delicate pastries.

The coach finally pulled into the lycée, my legs stiff with hours of sitting, yet my mind fizzing with anticipation. My best friend Fran grabbed my arm as we waited for the doors to open, her eyes wide with nerves. I gave her a reassuring smile. ‘It’ll be great. Better than great. This is going to be the start of everything.’

Students spilled out of the coach like marbles, their French exchange families scooping each one up. My stomach knotted as I scanned the unfamiliar faces for the one that matched the photo in my welcome pack.

And then I saw him.

He leaned casually against a low wall, one foot propped up against it, his hands thrust deep in his faded jeans. His dark curly hair fell carelessly into his eyes as he laughed with a friend.

‘Beth?’ a tentative voice interrupted. I turned to see a smiling girl with a long plait snaking down over one shoulder.

‘Marie?’

She nodded, smiling and waving over to her parents, who eagerly waved back. As they loaded my suitcase into the boot of their Renault, amid excited farewell greetings in rapid-fire French between the families, my eyes flicked back to the boy by the wall.

His eyes met mine with a brief, appraising look, and I felt a tiny thrill of excitement at what this week might hold.

And whatever it did, God, I was ready for it.




CHAPTER ONE

Twenty years later …

October

‘You wouldn’t believe the wind out there today, Gerald. It nearly knocked me off my feet coming in. I tucked your flower pot with the rosemary in it just behind your fern in case it got knocked over. I’ll move it back tomorrow when I come back; it should have died down by then.’ I checked the airflow on his oxygen. ‘I’m just going to roll you over now, my love, to have a quick look. There we are. Sorry, my sweets, I know that’s a bit uncomfortable. I never know what to put rosemary with. It’s meant to be good with lamb isn’t it? But I popped some in a roast chicken a while back and it completely overpowered it.’ His syringe driver was all working well, which was good. ‘Oh, I know what I had to tell you. I saw the Swindon Town score, and it was a terrific result for them, 3–1 against Tranmere Rovers, and I thought, oh I’ve got to tell Gerald that. He’ll be made up. It wasn’t an easy game either by all accounts. They were ten men at half-time. I know, can you believe it?’ I reached into my bag. ‘I’m just going to pop a new pair of pressure socks on you, my darling, and have a quick word with your good lady wife. I swear she gets more beautiful every time I see her. You are one lucky silver fox, aren’t you?’ I smoothed the bedsheets over his leg. ‘There we go; all done. Sweet dreams, and see you tomorrow.’

I gently closed the door to Gerald’s bedroom and padded down to the kitchen where Mary, his wife of sixty years, was waiting. Her hand trembled as she held a cup of tea out towards me. ‘Did he wake up at all?’ she asked, her voice cracked and weak with the weight of the last few months.

‘No, my lovely,’ I replied softly, trying to keep my tone steady.

Mary’s eyes darted to the top of the stairs as though she expected to see Gerald standing there, contradicting me. ‘He didn’t stir at all? He’s been sleeping for days now.’

I took her elbow and guided her to the old two-seater sofa in the living room, which had a dent on each side the exact size of Gerald and Mary’s bottoms. Across from us, a collection of framed photos stood proudly on the mantelpiece, each one capturing a moment of joy in a full and long life together: a black and white one of the two of them outside a registry office, Mary in a risqué white lace mini dress, while Gerald, beaming, held a cigarette in one hand and Mary’s bouquet above his head triumphantly in the other. Another photo, this one in colour – the couple were in this very room holding a newborn, sitting on this very sofa, although the wallpaper behind them was loud and orange. The next showed them flanking a teen who towered over them both in his cap and gown. It was this last one that got to me, making my voice tremble as I replied, ‘It’s quite likely he’ll stay sleeping from now on, Mary. But he’s not in any pain, and he’s just going to very quietly slip away. I don’t think it’ll be tonight though, or else I’d stay all night, but your son’s here and you can call the hospice any time. I’ll come back and sit with you, if you’d like me to. I’m only around the corner. Jenny will be in at breakfast time, and I’ll make sure you’re first on my rounds tomorrow evening.’

She didn’t say anything for a while, her mind years away as she looked at their wedding photo with tears in her eyes. ‘You’re sure he’s not in any pain?’

I patted Mary’s hand, feeling the thin, fragile skin beneath my touch. ‘Absolutely. Now promise me you’re going to get some sleep?’

Mary nodded. ‘I’ve got the lavender cushion you made me,’ she said with a tired, grateful smile.

‘Good, and have you had your dinner yet?’

‘I had some soup just before you came.’ Her voice was softer now.

I drained my tea, scalding my tongue ever so slightly, but I rarely had time to drink tea or coffee at the right temperature. I had to get to Laura, as her family lived hours away and she was all alone. ‘Right then, Mary, my love, I’ll see you tomorrow night, but my number’s on a Post-it next to your landline in the hall, isn’t it? I’ll just go and wash this up and then be off.’

Maisie always seemed to have a sixth sense whenever I’d suffered a hard night shift. She would already be up and back in our apartment after sleeping next door at Grace’s. I’d lost count of the mornings over the years that I’d walked in to see her in her school uniform standing at the hob, cooking pasta or slicing peppers for a stir-fry, while all her friends would be still half asleep splashing milk onto their Weetabix. She never asked for details; she never needed to. I knew the type of night I’d had was written all over my face. But Maisie would just hand me a cup of tea, or sometimes even a gin, as music filled the kitchen, and there was never any room for melancholy to join us at the table.

She never moaned about having an upside-down kind of diet. In fact, it might have even contributed to her acing all her exams. What was the saying? ‘Breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince, and dine like a pauper?’ She must have been the only teenager to get on the bus with a belly full of spaghetti bolognaise or chicken fajitas every day.

But that morning, I wasn’t in any hurry to get home. I was bone-numbingly tired, emotionally wrung out, and I’d happily have traded any material item I owned to not be heading back to an empty house. The trouble with ending a shift at six a.m. was that there was literally nowhere to go but home. Both supermarkets on the ring road opened at eight, the two cafés on the high street put their blackboards out at nine, and it was only the Esso garage that had any life in it. Spending an hour walking up and down its two aisles, perusing its array of Pringles and engine oil, was just as depressing a concept as going home to an empty house knowing there would be no jaunty tune to greet me, no smell of something delicious simmering on the hob, no pile of shoes in the hallway. Everything was going to be exactly as I’d left it just over twelve hours earlier.

Making dinner would be too much of a hassle. Instead, I’d just go straight to bed. My hand was already outstretched to turn the doorknob to my bedroom but I paused, and my arm fell limply to my side. I walked a few paces further before opening Maisie’s door.

Her desk was still set up for her A levels; highlighters in a mug sat in one corner, while on the wall directly in front of it was her rigid revision schedule, allowing a fifteen-minute break every ninety minutes. Post-it notes with quotes from Othello: ‘O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock the meat it feeds on’ were stuck on the wall alongside notes on the bonding patterns of carbon-based molecules for her chemistry. Then, there were beautiful pencil drawings of old people’s hands, part of her art coursework. She was incredible – such passion for learning, and ambitious too. That must have come from her father’s side. What else had he unwittingly given her?

Every cell in my body ached with exhaustion and heartbreak.

I caught sight of Maisie’s favourite stuffed bear lying on her pillow, its bottom half tucked into the duvet as if to keep it warm. I moved as if on autopilot toward it. I climbed onto her bed fully clothed, not even bothering to pull the covers over me, and promptly fell fast asleep.

‘Are you in my bed?’

I stirred and, still half asleep, tried to sound affronted. ‘No.’ I brought the phone closer to my face to minimise the background as much as I could.

‘You are!’ Maisie’s voice rang with laughter. ‘That’s my cutout of Harry Styles behind you. And you’re holding Big Ted. Why are you in my bed, you weirdo?’

I tried to make my voice sound more awake. ‘I must have fallen asleep when I came in to clean it.’

‘Why were you cleaning it? I don’t live there anymore. It’s clean already. How’s Laura?’

I blew out a long breath, my heart heavy. ‘She passed just before midnight.’

‘Oh no. Did her daughters get there in time?’

‘No. It was just me there.’

Maisie’s voice dropped. ‘Oh, Mum, that’s really rough. Is Gerald still hanging on?’

I laid my head back on Maisie’s pillow. It was freshly laundered, ready for her next visit home, but it still smelled like her. ‘No,’ I said, holding the phone above my face, the weight of everything pressing down. ‘He took a turn for the worse around two a.m. So I went straight there from Laura’s. He went just before five.’

‘Shit. I’m so sorry.’

I let out a hollow laugh. ‘It was the very definition of a bad day at the office.’

Maisie’s voice perked up. ‘But you’re off tomorrow, aren’t you? Why don’t you go out and do something fun?’

I nodded, hopefully with enough conviction to convince Maisie that leaving the house was very much on the cards. In truth, I couldn’t think of anything worse.

‘Do you want me to come home?’

‘No!’ Yes. ‘Absolutely not!’ Desperately. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Leave yours right now.

‘Okay,’ Maisie said tentatively, clearly trying to read my face. ‘Well, if you’re sure. The offer’s there.’

‘Darling, I’m absolutely fine. It’s …’ I checked my watch ‘… three in the afternoon. Surely you have an episode of Bargain Hunt or something to watch. Isn’t that what students do?’

‘That’s on at 12.15. Just before I turn over for the end of Loose Women. Obviously, only on the days when I don’t have lectures,’ Maisie said, adding a wink.

I smiled back. God I loved this girl. ‘Obviously.’

‘Did you RSVP to the reunion yet … Mum? Did you tell them you were going?’

Whoever was organising my school reunion clearly had very little else going on in their lives as the invite had been sent out at the start of the summer for the event that was happening the week before Christmas. It had been tacked onto the fridge taunting me for months before I moved a couple of postcards over it.

‘Not yet.’

‘Why? Aren’t you just a little bit curious about how other people’s lives have panned out?’ Maisie asked.

I really wasn’t. Much like I hoped no one would be that interested in my life, but I also knew that was very unlikely. My ears had been gently simmering for the last twenty years. I could imagine the whispers, the stares, the unanswered questions hanging in the air: What did Beth Goodwin make of herself?

And therein lay the problem.

‘Promise me you’ll RSVP to it. Mum? Promise?’

That wasn’t a vow I was willing to make. ‘What train are you getting home on Friday? I’ll pick you up from the station.’

‘Gets in at three-ish I think. But don’t go to any trouble, Mum, okay?’

‘Sure.’

‘Mum? Seriously. I just want a lovely chilled weekend at home.’

‘I can’t wait to see you, Mais. Have you grown?’

‘About a foot. But only on one side. It makes buying jeans really hard.’

I was still chuckling as I went into the kitchen, the type of laugh only Maisie seemed able to coax out of me.

Which made it so damn lonely without her.




CHAPTER TWO

‘Bloody hell, Beth, she’s coming back from six weeks at university, not six months on the International Space Station.’

I surveyed my living room. ‘Is it too much?’ It was too much. Of course it was too much. The banner by itself might have been okay, but the balloons, the cakes, the ingredients for Maisie’s welcome-home dinner on the bottom shelf of the fridge that cost the whole of my weekly wage … it was an excessive outpouring of maternal devotion.

Grace reached over and stroked my arm. ‘It’s lovely. I mean, it’s a shame you didn’t put a red carpet leading from the pavement to the front door, but she’ll understand.’

‘Should I have got a— oh. You’re joking.’

‘Of course I’m joking. But honestly, I’m the wrong person to appreciate this. When Jacob came home from his gap year, with his arm in plaster from a broken collarbone, I forgot to pick him up from the airport.’

‘I know. He had to call me to get him, because your phone was off.’

‘I was in the cinema! I was merely abiding by the rules.’

I bit my thumbnail, now second-guessing everything I’d done. ‘Should I take the banner down?’

‘No! It’s lovely. What time will she be here?’ Grace reached out to take a pink macaroon from the cake stand.

I swatted her hand away. ‘They’re for Maisie – get off.’ I checked my watch. The time had absolutely run away from me this afternoon. ‘I’m picking her up from the station in about an hour.’

‘Great, so we have time for me to stick your kettle on and you can tell me what you’re going to wear to your school reunion.’ Grace didn’t wait for me to agree and just waltzed past me into the small kitchen like she’d done hundreds of times before. ‘Builders or peppermint?’ she called through.

I put my head on one side as I surveyed the banner. Was it too much? ‘I’m not sure I really have time to chat actually,’ I replied. ‘I have to crack on.’

Grace came to the doorway and put her hands on her hips. ‘Maisie called me. She thinks it’s important that you go, put some ghosts to rest. You are going to go, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t think so,’ I muttered.

‘What are you so scared of?’

I tottered on a chair, trying to reattach three balloons to the curtain pole. ‘I’m not scared, I just don’t think I fancy it.’

‘Are you worried you’re going to do what you did in your nativity and wet yourself?’

‘No!’

‘Poo yourself?’

‘Jesus Christ, Grace, no!’

‘Well then.’

I sighed. ‘Flipping heck, if your bar is set at ability to control my bladder and bowel in public, then it’s bound to be a big success.’

‘Atta girl, you just needed to change your perspective.’ Grace handed me a steaming mug of tea and nodded towards the kitchen table for me to sit down and workshop the reunion, if you could call it that. A reunion, by its very name re-union, was meant to bring people back together, a homecoming, a reconciliation. I did not feel I would be unified, or indeed reconciled. I anticipated feeling disappointed, sad, a social outcast.

‘Let me guess,’ Grace said. ‘You’re worried you’re going to once again be the pariah of your community. People will whisper, point, throw rotten fruit, and all the free therapy I’ve dished out to you, and all the amazing things your patients and their families have said to you over the years, not to mention the incredible success you’ve made of your daughter, will all fly out of your mind and you’ll be back to being a scared, lonely, pregnant seventeen-year-old who’ll feel like she doesn’t belong.’

‘Well …’ I stammered, trying to summon the words to contradict her but finding none. And Grace would know better than anyone, because she’d been there at the start and seen it all. Walking into the community centre for my first NCT class, I couldn’t have felt more lost. I’d stood in the doorway, invisible. I could have turned and fled, and no one would have been any the wiser, but my feet stayed rooted to the spot. Deep down I knew how much I didn’t yet understand about what was happening to me, what was about to happen. Why this was so important. Across the room a heavily pregnant Grace seemed to sense all of this, and she beamed at me from the busy ring of plastic chairs, nudging her husband to move up to make room and patting the seat next to her, opening her handbag and showing me the stash of chocolate bourbons she had inside.

Twenty-five years separated us. We each nestled at the top and bottom of the age range in that warm hall, both of us the recipients of nudges and stares from the rest of the circle, and yet we saw something in the other that turned our embarrassment to defiance, shame to pride.

‘Screw them. Screw all of them,’ Grace said, using the same words now in my kitchen as she had countless other times throughout our friendship. ‘You don’t need their approval. Look around you. Look at all the love.’ Grace spread her hands wide and nodded at me to actually, physically, look around my home. The kitchen was a tiny galley, barely big enough for two people to be alongside each other, let alone pass each other, but strung along the top of the cabinets that a few summers ago Maisie and I had painted a lovely deep teal colour while music blared out that we’d sung along to, were twinkling fairy lights. Pinned to a noticeboard were upwards of thirty, forty cards and notes from grateful families I’d helped, all overlapping each other, jostling for space. The front of the fridge was full of love notes from Maisie. Hand-painted signs on driftwood that we had copied from expensive versions on Pinterest or Etsy hung on the walls, telling anyone who entered that This kitchen is for dancing and You call it chaos; we call it family.

Grace reached over and laid her hand on mine. ‘From where I’m standing, you’re the success story.’

I scoffed, but allowed myself a small, reluctant smile. ‘Hardly.’ Maybe she was right. How many people at the reunion would be giving themselves a little pat on the back for turning out so well? I couldn’t be the only one whose life had veered so wildly off course. The whole point of being a teenager was to dream big; it was only after life chipped away at you with its little reality chisel that ambitions started getting smaller. God, I thought, swilling out my mug under the tap with an exaggerated sigh, what a depressing thought.

‘Right,’ Grace said, standing up and reaching for her coat that was hanging on the back of the chair, ‘I’ll be off. I’ll pop round tomorrow to see Maisie. Have a wonderful homecoming night tonight. I’m guessing you’ve lined up all your favourite films and taken the next few days off work?’

‘Yes, chick flick central tonight, then I’m back at work Monday night. It’s just me and Maisie for the next fifty-four hours and I don’t think I’ve ever been so excited!’

I glimpsed Maisie through the train window as it pulled into the station, and my heart leapt with excitement. As she made her way to the door of the train down the carriage, I could see her laughing with a group of girls in front of her who seemed to be a similar age. I felt a burst of pride. That was typical Maisie; you could plonk her down in a crowded carriage and she’d be swapping stories and sharing her Haribos with everyone around her before the train had even left the station.

Stepping down onto the platform, Maisie scanned around her, saw me, and her face lit up, making my heart swell even more. She hoicked her big rucksack over her shoulder and ran towards me, her new friends also enthusiastically trailing her.

‘Mum!’

I picked her up, even though she was a full head taller than me, and spun her round, burying my face in her neck, the way I used to when she was really young. I was completely oblivious to everyone else on the crowded platform. My daughter was home; Maisie was home!

‘Mum, this is Eva and Anita,’ Maisie said, finally extricating herself from my grip, and gesturing to the two smiling girls behind her, who also had big backpacks weighing them down.

‘Hello,’ I said, giving them a cheerful wave. ‘Did you all travel up from Southampton together? And you live nearby, how lovely.’

‘No, they’ve come up to stay with us. I knew you wouldn’t mind; you’re always telling me to bring my friends round. Come on, guys, we’ll dump our things at home, and then we’ll hit the pub. Did you bring the car Mum, or walk up? My bag’s really heavy; there’s loads of washing. Sorry not sorry.’ Maisie winked and looped her arm through mine.

I smiled back, a bright smile that I really hoped was not etched with the crushing disappointment that was squeezing my chest, making my voice croak as I replied, ‘That sounds like a great plan. Come on then, girls.’

The girls’ excited chatter stopped abruptly as they crowded in the doorway to the living room and saw the set-up. Maisie’s face flushed as her gaze went from the balloons, to the banner, to the cake stands. Her friends’ mouths were agape, and I instantly knew it was too much.

Shit, shit, shit. How to salvage this?

I heard myself yelling, ‘Prank Day! Haha, your faces! Sorry, girls, Maisie and I are always finding ways to embarrass each other. I win! Right, give me any laundry you have, help yourself to the cakes and things, and then I’ll drop you all at the pub, and give me a call when you’re ready to be picked up.’

‘Can we get a Chinese tonight, Mum?’

I thought about the two rib-eyes I’d bought from the butcher that morning sitting on the bottom shelf in the fridge, each one costing an hour’s wage; the Pyrex dish of dauphinoise potatoes I’d made that morning resting on the shelf above, the two little pots of sticky toffee pudding I’d made from scratch. She wasn’t to know. I smiled back. ‘Sounds lovely. Text me what you all want and I’ll pick it up when I come and get you.’

The girls beamed, and I heard one of them say, ‘Your mum’s a legend,’ as they went into Maisie’s room next to the kitchen and shut the door behind them.

Yep. I’m a legend all right. A legendary idiot.

‘What are you doing here? You’re off this weekend? Isn’t Maisie back?’

I sighed and slumped into a pleather armchair in the nurses’ staffroom. ‘Yep. I couldn’t keep away. How’s Dorothy?’

‘Stable. She had a few sips of soup today, and half a Calippo.’

‘In November?’

Helena, my long-time colleague, shrugged. ‘The body wants what the body wants.’

My head rested against the back of the chair. ‘My body wants gin. Given intravenously.’

‘Didn’t Maisie come home in the end?’

‘She came home. With a couple of friends, and they’re all in the pub.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely.’ Helena studied my face. ‘Why isn’t that lovely?’

‘It is lovely. It is very lovely.’

‘So why is your face doing its droopy thing, where you look as though you’re about to cry, but you’re Beth, and so you haven’t cried since 2006 because what’s the point?’

‘Did Alfred’s sons bring his dog in like we asked?’

‘Beth, stop changing the subject.’

I reached behind me and unhooked a clipboard from the wall, my fingers gripping it little too tightly. ‘I see Olive’s temperature’s up again.’

‘Beth. Go home.’

I laid my head back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. ‘My heart hurts. Why does my heart hurt?’

‘Because you’re human. And hearts hurt. Until one day they just stop beating. And then you’re dead.’

A snorting noise came out of my nose. ‘Thanks for the pep talk, Hel. Yep, I feel so much better now.’

Helena gave me a wide toothy grin. ‘You’re welcome. Now go home, and don’t come back until Monday.’

‘I can stay for a couple of hours, maybe give the sluice a going-over?’

‘Or you could go and join Maisie and her mates in the pub?’

My brow furrowed as I shook my head. ‘They wouldn’t want me there.’

‘Why not? You’re great company. Well, not right now you’re not; I’ve had better chats with Alfred and he’s been in a coma for the last week.’

‘I’d have no idea what to say.’

‘To Maisie?’

‘To her friends. What do nineteen-year-olds talk about?’

‘What did you talk about at nineteen?’

‘Oh, let me think,’ I replied, my voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Oh yes, I remember, my favourite topic was about how much sleep I was getting, and how the heck you wash Sudocrem off your hands after putting it all over your toddler’s bum. I’m really not sure I should lead with that if I do join them in the Coach and Horses.’

Helena ignored my tone and pressed on, her voice warmer now. ‘You’ve never had any trouble chatting to Maisie about anything. I’ve always envied you two for that. My three would do anything to avoid indulging me with even the briefest of conversations. I tried to ask Lucas about his day yesterday and he looked at me as though I was speaking Polish.’

How could I explain it? Maisie and I almost had our own language, made up of in-jokes, knowing glances, and immediately interpretable sounds. But as soon as anyone else entered our orbit, I had no idea how to strike up a single conversation. I became painfully aware of all my limbs and every single facial movement.

‘Did you see that?’ Helena pointed up at the staff noticeboard where the job posting was for hospice nursing manager. ‘That’s got your name written all over it.’

I pulled a face. ‘Stuck in the office doing rotas and risk assessments? No thanks.’

‘But you’re by far the most experienced.’

‘And by far the youngest.’ I winked at my friend. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken. But that’s my point, Beth, you’re not even forty yet, and have already done this for half your life. You said it yourself years ago, that it was a great job to have while Maisie was young, and you could always be back home for breakfast and dinner. What’s your plan now? Your goals? You can’t just stay where you are for another twenty years?’

‘Why not?’

‘But with Maisie gone—’

Why do people keep saying that? ‘She’s not gone; she’s at university.’

‘Then what? She’ll get a job that’s unlikely to be within swinging distance of here, and what will you do? This job for the next twenty-odd years?’

The thought horrified me. ‘God no.’

‘So, then what?’

I scowled at her. ‘What are you? My friend or my careers adviser?’

‘Can’t I be both?’ Just then a patient’s bell rang, and Helena jumped to her feet. ‘No rest for the wicked.’ And then in a softer voice she added, ‘Go home, Beth. Go home to Maisie.’







There had never been any need to buy extra seating in our living room. A two-seater sofa in a house with only two people living in it seemed the only sensible choice when it came to comfortable lounging. But that evening it did leave me with a dilemma: stay in the kitchen while the three girls snuggled up together on the small settee to watch our favourite movie, or join them and lie on the floor at their feet like some elderly spaniel.

‘Mum! Hurry up! You’re missing it!’ came Maisie’s shout from the living room. ‘Your favourite scene is coming up!’

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I knew who it would be before I even took it out, but I still didn’t know how she got my number. The reunion organisers must have passed it on. I scanned the message quickly. It was the same as all the others she’d sent me over the last few months.

Beth, it’s Fran again. Please come to the reunion, there is so much I need to say. Please.

I put my phone on the counter and called through to the living room. ‘Coming! Anyone for more popcorn?’

‘Always! But be quick; I don’t want you to miss it!’

I allowed myself a little smile as Maisie got off the sofa to sit on cushions on the floor next to me and pulled a blanket over the two of us. She put her head on my shoulder and moved her popcorn bowl closer so that we could share it. Maybe Grace was right; perhaps I was allowed to feel a little pride at how it had all turned out.

If you could bottle the way that I was woken up the next morning and sell it in one of those fancy homeware shops that have Himalayan salt lamps and handwoven rugs from a Nepalese hilltop village, then you’d make an absolute fortune. The smell of fresh coffee and bacon, blended with the sound of giggles of your first and only child rising above the catchy pop tunes of morning radio. I’m not sure that a sweeter alarm call existed in the world.

I had planned to be up first, laying on a spread for Maisie and her friends, but as I’d got older, it took longer for my body and mind to adapt to the more conventional sleep routine of sleeping when it’s dark, so I’d completely slept through my phone’s attempt to buzz me awake an hour earlier. And as I lay in my bed revelling in the glorious sensory overload emanating from the kitchen, I couldn’t have been more grateful.

The wall between my bedroom and the kitchen was thin, a stud wall put in by an avaricious landlord turning a decent-sized one-bedroom flat into a … What did the agent call it when I’d looked around with Maisie in my arms? A ‘cosy, New-York-style two-bed apartment’. The only thing remotely ‘New York’ about it was the fact it was on a main road and the Co-op over the road sold hot dog sausages in a jar. They’d basically halved the size of the kitchen by shoehorning in another room where I’ve somehow ended up spending almost half my life. Through the wall I heard Anita’s voice asking Maisie about some of the photos that were on the fridge – whether the photo of Grace’s kids were Maisie’s cousins. I smiled at my daughter’s reply: ‘Not by blood, but yeah, sort of.’

This was followed by a query whether the photo taken of me and Maisie standing bathed in sunlight was taken in Italy. ‘It looks like Sorrento. Is it Sorrento? I love Sorrento.’

Again, Maisie’s reply was pitch-perfect: ‘No, that one’s the Quantocks; Mum and I are members of a house-sitters’ club, so every summer we’d go and stay at amazing places to look after people’s pets and water their plants. We’ve been to some brilliant places, all for free!’

I stretched my arms above my head lazily and was about to get up to join them when Anita’s next question froze me to the spot. I knew exactly which photo she was pointing at – one where my own father was standing on the stern of a fishing boat, one hand up shielding his eyes from the sun, a big beam on his face. ‘Is that your dad?’

A beat. Then when it came, Maisie’s voice had lost some of its warmth.

‘No. That’s my grandad. I don’t know who my dad is.’

‘That’s so weird,’ Eva chipped in. ‘How can your mum not know?’

I could picture the shrug Maisie gave her. ‘She just didn’t. They were young, and stupid, and on holiday. Anyway, didn’t you hook up with that guy from the falafel food van last weekend? Do you know his surname, address and national insurance number?’

‘No, but I’m not pregnant.’

‘Sure about that?’ Maisie jibed.

‘Anyway,’ Eva continued, ‘if I was, I’d know where to find him. Or I’d scan his photo into Google Images and it would tell me everything I needed to know. Why don’t you do that?’

I might have imagined the melancholic tone in Maisie’s reply, but I don’t think I did. ‘I don’t have any photos of him,’ she said. ‘But I have sent cheek swabs to a DNA testing company, so with any luck him or one of his relatives might come up.’

I gave a sharp exhalation of breath at this news. I had no idea she’d done this. We’d barely even referenced his existence. She’d never asked questions. I’d never lamented his absence in our lives, not really, not often. He was completely irrelevant.

Except, as it turns out, only to one of us.

And what I hadn’t told anybody – Grace, Maisie, no one – is that the looming school reunion wasn’t just an opportunity to reconnect with old friends. There was a very real possibility that me going there might unlock a few more clues as to who her father really was. Something I had absolutely no interest in up until about five minutes ago and heard the pain in Maisie’s voice.

Damn the maternal urge to make everything right. And damn thin walls.

I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. It looked like I was going to be swapping Netflix and pyjamas for an evening of warm wine and regret.




CHAPTER THREE

The lingering smell of floor polish, teenage body odour and cheap staffroom coffee was a sensory blend that transcended time, erasing the last two decades in a way that I wasn’t expecting. The wide parquet-floored corridor was now lined with noticeboards: The All-Faith Circle. LGBTQIA+ Society. Global Citizenship Guild. Girls’ Football League. Social Justice Warriors. So much was different, yet so much was entirely unchanged.

There were two things keeping my feet from moving towards the hall and not running back to the car park: I’d begrudgingly messaged Fran back that I would come after her barrage of begging notes, each one a little more pleading than the last, so if I didn’t show up I’d be letting her down, but then again, I owed her nothing. And the second, and the most important, was the tiny chance that coming here might give me some answers for Maisie.

About ten metres in front of me, walking even slower than I was towards the hall, a small group of women laughed and chatted loudly. One of them had her arm looped through the woman next to her. They paused in front of the netball county trophy cabinet, shrieking and pointing. ‘Weren’t you wing attack, Annabelle?’ ‘No, that was Hayley. I was always centre.’ ‘Oh, of course you were!’

These women were once girls in my class, asking to borrow my glue stick because they’d forgotten theirs. At one time, I must have passed them the
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